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 ABSTRACT:     This paper seeks to address the inclusion of Kuwaiti women as political actors.  Kuwait held elections on May 16, 2009, and Moussoma al‐Mubarak, Rola Dashti, Aseel al‐Awadhi, and Salwa al‐Jassar became the first women elected to the National Assembly.  This victory occurred on the fourth anniversary of female enfranchisement in Kuwait. In an attempt to account for variations among the number of women in parliament in Kuwait by drawing on research from the field of descriptive representation, I found that the year of female suffrage, the religion of Islam, Kuwait’s cultural implications of gender‐equality, the peculiarities of Kuwait’s electoral system, and timing and framing to be particularly important in the case of Kuwait.  A consideration of substantive representation is also relevant to Kuwait, as early signs of involvement of the women members of Parliament indicate that women’s interests are on the political agenda in Kuwait. 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Chapter I: Introduction  
The Shattered Glass­Ceiling   On May 16th, 2009, parliamentary elections were held in Kuwait, and for the first time in the nation’s history, women successfully gained political representation in the National Assembly.  This political achievement occurred on the fourth anniversary of the realization of full political rights for Kuwaiti women, including the right to vote.  The victory broke an all‐male political barrier in Parliament. I studied in Kuwait during the summer of 2009 and witnessed the excitement surrounding the elections firsthand.  Leading up to Election Day, many Kuwaitis with whom I spoke were hopeful that May 2009 would be the year that a woman would win a parliamentary seat in Kuwait’s legislative body.  Some optimistic individuals were of the opinion that even two female candidates could position themselves to win.  However, when the election results were officially released two days later, they astounded even the staunchest supporters of women’s rights.   Not one, not two, not three, but four women candidates won sufficient votes to represent their constituents in the National Assembly.   These victorious candidates were Moussoma al‐Mubarak, Rola Dashti, Aseel al‐Awadhi, and Salwa al‐Jassar.  A native Kuwaiti and Boston College alumnus, Bader al‐Saif, invited our group of visiting Boston College students and professors to the women’s victory celebration hosted by the Women's Cultural and Social Society.   Here, I had the extraordinary opportunity to meet two of the four women of the hour, Moussoma 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Mubarak and Salwa al‐Jassar.  The festivities were filled with celebration, traditional musical performances, intermittent speeches, and notable appearances by the four newly elected women, as well as other key players in Kuwaiti society.  The American Ambassador to Kuwait, Deborah K. Jones, was also present at the celebration, and briefly spoke with our group.  The president of the Women's Cultural and Social Society shared that she had personally and professionally worked toward this achievement for over thirty years.  Words could not express her proud, passionate enthusiasm.  Although prior to this event, I was able to share in the excitement of the election results, I did begin to fully comprehend the significance of this milestone in Kuwaiti history until that moment.  This victory party was over thirty years in the making.  As members of Kuwaiti society gathered in celebration, many held up their hands with four fingers, representing the four newly elected women members of the Parliament.  How appropriate that this election occurred four years to the day after Kuwaiti women gained full suffrage, an achievement which paved the way for female representation. The success of Kuwaiti women echoes a larger trend in parliaments across the globe.  The number of women who hold seats in parliaments is currently increasing throughout the world.1  Ten years ago, the average proportion of women in parliaments on the national level was 11.7%.2  By December 2004, on the eve of 
                                                        1 Wangnerud, Lena, “Women in Parliaments: Descriptive and Substantive Representation,” Annual 
Review of Political Science, 2009, 12: 52. 2 From the Inter‐Parliamentary Union Website http://www.ipu.org Cited in Wangnerud, 52. 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Kuwaiti women receiving full suffrage, the global average proportion rose to 15.7%.3  Today, as of September 2009, this figure is now 18.5%.4 The political victory achieved by Kuwaiti women this past May seems to statistically correspond with current trends.  However, political changes do not occur automatically.  The case of Kuwait offers an opportunity to examine a variety of plausible exploratory factors that contribute to women successfully gaining seats in parliaments. Considering the small size and population of Kuwait, it may seem that the political success of Kuwaiti women is a footnote to the much larger and more extensive global narrative.  I disagree.  Kuwait’s free elections make it one of the most democratic political systems in the Gulf region and in the Middle East.  This democratic achievement for women’s rights is not only significant to the region, to the Arab world, and the growing Muslim world, but it also represents a democratic victory for the free world as a whole.  To pass this historic occasion off as trivial would be to undermine the successful exercise of freedom, and no advancement of freedom should ever be slighted, especially in this region.  Shortly after these elections, across the Gulf, neighboring Iran struggled with political uproar and public bedlam that surrounded their elections last summer.  A few hundred miles north of Kuwait City in Baghdad, neighboring Iraq confronts the intense challenges of political rebuilding.  To the west of Kuwait, women in Saudi Arabia continue to 
                                                        3 From the Inter‐Parliamentary Union Website http://www.ipu.org/wmn‐e/arc/world311204.htm 4 From the Inter‐Parliamentary Union Website, http://www.ipu.org/wmn‐e/world.htm 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lack the right to vote, along with other substantial political, economic, and social freedoms.  The story of the political achievement by Kuwaiti women represents an occasion of democratic progress and a beacon of hope for women across the Gulf region, the Middle East, and the world.  
Research Design:   The first part of my research concerns the examination of explanatory factors leading up to the election of Rola Dashti, Moussama Mubarak, Aseel Al‐Awadhi, and Salwa al‐Jassar to the National Assembly of Kuwait on May 16, 2009.   The research program of descriptive representation illuminates the causal variables at work.  Descriptive representation seeks to identify and explain factors that potentially lead to variations in the number of seats held by women in parliament, and gives explanatory weight to the structures, actors, and cultural landscape of a country in which women run for parliament.  Descriptive representation faces the problem of overdetermination, which is the inability to determine among many plausible explanations. insofar as there are a variety of macro‐level variables, meso‐level variables, and micro‐level variables, which factor into the variations in the number of women elected to parliaments.    According to the latest literature on descriptive representation, the important variables at work are: the year of female suffrage, religion, gender‐equality culture, electoral system, organization of political parties, timing and framing, voter preferences, and motivation among women to be 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candidates.  I will research each of the aforementioned variables in the context of the case of Kuwait and look at their impact on the election results of May 16, 2009.   Research about descriptive representation brings forth a broad spectrum of explanatory factors.  It is difficult to determine which in these variables is the most causal in the case of Kuwait, because so many factors on a variety of levels go into election results, yet each one merits mention.  While it may be difficult, if not impossible to isolate the causal variables that have led to the election of four women candidates, what claims can my research make about the external validity?  The presence of an argument’s external validity offers implications for other groups in other settings at other times.  In other words, do my findings have implications for other women and elections in other countries?  I suggest that there are regional, cultural limitations as well as peculiarities of Kuwait’s electoral system that particularize the case of Kuwait.  However, while my study seems to have a specific focus, it can illuminate larger issues of women’s rights, especially in the Middle East, Muslim culture, and Arab world. The second part of my research is designed to assess the claims of substantive representation in the case of Kuwait.  Recall, substantive representation analyzes the effects of the presence of women in parliaments on government and society at large.  In the research questions of substantive representation, I ask: Does the presence of women in Kuwait’s National Assembly positively affect the status of women in Kuwait?  Do we see that having four women MPs in parliament makes a difference for women in society? Many have hypothesized that the presence of 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women in Kuwait’s legislative body will enhance the position of women in Kuwait.  I look to assess this claim by following the activities of Rola Dashti, Moussama Mubarak, Aseel Al‐Awadhi, and Salwa al‐Jassar.   Has any progress been made in Kuwait since taking office this past summer that can be directly attributed to their efforts as parliamentarians?  In other words, is there any internal validity to the claim that the presence of women in parliament makes a difference in the lives of women in society?   
Roadmap:   In the next chapter, I set out to give a comprehensive, concise history of Kuwait in order to provide a contextual understanding of the recent election results.   I will introduce key political players in Kuwait, and there will be an emphasis on the nation’s political history.  Women and women’s rights will be kept at the forefront of this discussion. Chapter III presents a narrative account of recent electoral history in Kuwait, from the controversy surrounding the 2006 elections up until the 2009 elections, in which four women were elected to parliament.   Each of the four victorious women’s backgrounds will be explored.  Besides becoming the first women elected to their country’s parliament, who are Moussoma Mubarak, Rola Dashti, Aseel Al‐Awadhi and Salwa al‐Jassar?  In this chapter, I will include biographical information about 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each of the new female parliamentarians as well as compare and contrast their backgrounds, political and religious beliefs.   In order to better analyze the specific findings of the 2009 elections, a review of scholarly literature pertaining to women in parliamentary elections is necessary.  In Chapter IV, I will present a review of academic literature about women in parliament, primarily focused around the research programs of descriptive representation and substantive representation.  Descriptive representation seeks to identify and explain factors that potentially lead to variations in the number of seats held by women in parliament.  Descriptive representation gives explanatory power to the structures, actors, and cultural landscape of a country in which women run for parliament.  The research field of substantive representation studies the effects of the presence of women in parliaments on government and society at large; it sets out to answer the question: “What difference do women make?”  Research pertaining to the topics of descriptive representation and substantive representation is included to give a background to subject of women in parliament.   However, the scholarly literature has primarily focused on women in parliaments in western democracies, and therefore there is a need to compare and contrast these findings with observations from Kuwait.   As a non‐Western democracy, the case of Kuwait in May 2009 appears to shed light on these explanatory factors as well.  I will examine how the findings from the recent elections in Kuwait measure up with what scholarly literature says about women gaining increased representation in parliaments in Western democracies.  In 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Chapter V, I will evaluate the usefulness of Kuwait as a case study of descriptive representation.  Kuwait’s National Assembly is now 8% female.  How does this stack up against other countries in the region and in the world?  Kuwait achieved this without implementing a quota system.  The research field of descriptive representation discusses the challenges that women face when running for office.  Do Kuwaiti women face the common obstacles to women worldwide seeking legislative seats?  Chapter VI is concerned with Kuwait in terms of substantive representation.  Do women seem to make a difference in parliament? If so, how and where?  Are there legislative issues that seem to be associated with or supported by female representatives?  Are there issues that are inherently "female"? Furthermore, do women seem to care about women's issues?  Are women best suited to represent other women in parliament, or does some other indentifying factor trump gender lines?  Looking into the subject of women in terms of substantive representation in Kuwait will address these questions.   I will examine the potential of the four new female parliamentarians alongside the realizations and contributions of women in other parliaments have made to society.  In Kuwait and around the world, great enthusiasm was demonstrated for female representation.  Many Kuwaitis express an optimistic attitude towards the potential for these women to impact Kuwaiti politics as well as society.  Yet are these initial high hopes misguided?  These expectations will be evaluated against the backdrop of literature concerning substantive representation.  I will attempt to observe the progress that has been 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made in Kuwait by these women since their election.     Finally, Chapter VII will assess the conclusions from my research, as well as suggest further research that would illuminate and expand upon my findings.                                       
  15 
   
Boston College students Amy Fisher, Erica Tashler, Brooke 
Braswell, and Carli Dimino pose in front of a banner of the four 
newly elected women MPs at the victory celebration held by the 
Women’s Cultural and Social Society. 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Chapter II: 
A History of Kuwait from 1961 to 2006   
Political Roots   The discovery of oil launched Kuwait on a path of modernization, which put pressure on boundaries dividing elites from other social classes and women from men.5  Yet up until the discovery of oil in Kuwait, the small sheikhdom’s economy was based on fishing, pearling, shipbuilding, and trade.  The Al Sabah family and a few chief merchant families dominated Kuwaiti society.  These two groups first settled Kuwait, and divided responsibilities among themselves.  The Al Sabah family took charge of governing decisions, while the merchant families controlled economic activity.   Together they grew the small village of Kuwait into a flourishing commercial port city.  However, the relationship between the ruling Al‐Sabah family and merchant class families has not endured without conflict.  The history of Kuwait depicts a power struggle in which the ruling family, through the government, has sought to maintain political control. 
The Political System of Kuwait   It is noteworthy that Kuwait is one of six constitutional monarchies in the Arab world today, among Jordan, Morocco, Bahrain, Qatar and Oman.  Arab constitutional monarchies, like Kuwait, patterned their constitutions in the                                                         5 Maryann Tetrault, “Modernization and Its Discontents: State and Gender in Kuwait,” The Middle 
East Journal (1995): 403. 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European tradition of constitutional monarchy.6  After gaining independence from Great Britain in 1961, Kuwait’s constitution established a system of government that includes a strong government dominated by the ruling Al‐Sabah family, a judicial court system, and a representative parliament known in the vernacular as majlis al­
umma, or the National Assembly.   Kuwait’s particularly unique legislative system is unicameral, and there are fifty seats.  Although the National Assembly is technically comprised of fifty voting members, government‐appointed cabinet members also retain the right to vote in most parliamentary matters in addition to the fifty elected members of parliament.  The Amir appoints these government ministers that comprise his cabinet, without any need for consultation with the National Assembly.  The Amir wields substantial power, and he has the last word on political matters over the parliament because there is constitutional provision that allows the Amir to dismiss the National Assembly and call for new elections of the national assembly, providing reason for dissolution.7  However, the majlis al­umma does have some power to exercise a strong negative constraint over government.  The Kuwaiti Parliament can force ministers from office though itswab, or grilling, which is a process of intense questioning of government ministers.  Thus, the National Assembly can influence the choice of new ministers.  A majority of the National Assembly exerts the power to remove individual government ministers through a                                                         6 Michael Herb, “Princes and Parliaments in the Arab World,” Middle East Journal 58, No. 3 (Summer 2004): 372. 7 Nathan Brown, “Kuwaitis Vote for a New Parliament...And Maybe a New Electoral System,” Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, June 22, 2006, http://www.carnegieendowment.org/publications/index.cfm?fa=view&id=18455. 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vote of no confidence.  A majority of members of parliament (MPs) can also declare that it no longer wishes to work with prime minister, which leads to a choice to either dismiss parliament or dismiss the government, minus the Amir of course.  Although the Kuwaiti constitution “does not pose a barrier to parliamentarism in Kuwait,” the government clearly wields more power than the legislature. 8  Currently, the country is divided into five electoral districts or constituencies, and the top ten candidates from each of the five districts are popularly elected to the parliament, or National Assembly.  At the ballot box, an eligible Kuwaiti voter can choose up to four candidates from his or her district.   Political parties are banned in Kuwait.  However, various political blocs exist without legal interference.  These political groupings not only campaign openly in elections but are also treated by the media, and to some extent by the government, as quasi‐parties.  Primary elections are also illegal although this law is frequently broken in districts four and five, where tribal primaries are held to better insure that one’s tribe will have representation in the National Assembly.   
Political History: The Early Years   It is important to look at the political history of Kuwait in order to better grasp the current political situation as well as the social and cultural contexts that envelope the nation.  Kuwait gained independence from Great Britain on June 19, 1961.  At this time, Arab nationalism had arisen around the region, and 
                                                        8 Ibid., 376. 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domestically, political unrest created internal pressures to reinstate the Kuwaiti Parliament.9  In an attempt to maintain stability and quell the rising Arab resistance movement, Amir Sheik Abdullah al‐Salim called for the restoration and reinstatement of parliament, which was formerly known as the People’s Legislative Council.  A special election was declared by the Amir for a temporary thirty‐member assembly in order to draft a constitution.  Also at this time, the Amir permitted the formation of civil society groups.  On November 11, 1962, the Kuwaiti Constitution was ratified, and the first elections took place in 1963.   Only men were permitted to vote and run for office in these elections.  The Kuwaiti Constitution stipulates that parliamentary elections cycles should be held every four years.  However, the Amir retains the constitutional power to dissolve Parliament and declare new elections at any time.  Elections have been held in Kuwait in the years: 1963, 1967, 1971, 1975, 1981, 1985, 1992, 1996, 1999, 2003, 2006, 2008 and 2009.  However, the Amir holds the power to disband the legislature and effectively suspend representative governance when it displeases him, which occurred between 1976 and 1981, and again from 1986 up until the Iraqi invasion of 1990.  The National Assembly was also limited during the Iraqi invasion, from 1990‐1992.   The motivation behind the suspensions of the National Assembly illuminates the power struggle that has existed in Kuwait since it’s founding.                                                           9 Haya al‐Mughni, Women in Kuwait : The Politics of Gender (London: Saqi, 2001), 36. 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Kuwaiti Women through History   Kuwaiti women have had access to higher education and partial freedom to advocate for improved economic and social rights since the 1960s.10  Beginning in the early 1970s, upper and middle‐class Kuwaiti women began to lobby for political rights and fundamental changes in family law.11   Since political parties have always been banned in Kuwait, citizens have legally organized through mechanisms of voluntary associations.  Women were initially forbidden to serve as leaders in voluntary associations.  According to Jessica Cusano, a current Fulbright Scholar studying in Kuwait, “the role of women in these associations… illuminates the position of women in Kuwaiti society and the mechanisms of control exerted by Kuwaiti men to keep women out of positions of authority.”12 The situation for women began to change in the 1950s, as the “Reawakening” or Al‐Nahda movement helped women gain rights through the formal support of men.  The movement, largely led by influential elite and merchant‐class Kuwaiti men, called for the emancipation of women, the education of women, and the eradication of the abayya, which is the traditional Islamic dress covering women from head to toe, only exposing the eyes and hands.  Education became the primary                                                         10 Haya al‐Mughni, “Women's Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010” (Freedom House, 2010), http://freedomhouse.org/template.cfm?page=383&report=86. 11 Mary Ann Tétreault, “Kuwait's Parliament Considers Women's Political Rights, Again,” Middle East 
Report Online (September 2, 2004): 1. 12 Jessica Cusano, “Kuwaiti Women and Politics: The Effects of Female Suffrage on Parliamentary Elections” (Chestnut Hill, MA: Boston College Department of Islamic Civilizations and Societies, 2009), 10. 
  21 
issue of concern, and in the early 1950s, upper‐class women organized a meeting to address the subject of education for women.  The movement was largely successful and through education, women eventually shed their abayyas and entered the workforce.  However, the Al‐Nahda movement primarily influenced elite and upper‐class women from the merchant class, and women in middle and lower class families did not experience the same benefits from the movement. Elite families began to allow their daughters to be educated abroad.  As women began to receive an education abroad, they cast aside the traditional abayya and refused to wear it upon their return to Kuwaiti society.  By 1960, a group of women earned degrees from Kuwaiti University.  Primary and secondary education became commonplace in Kuwaiti society, and as Kuwaiti women became more educated, they wanted to join the workforce; in 1962, women began to work in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.13  As women entered the workforce, a set of laws was implemented to limit the scope and duration of women’s working conditions.    In spite of early movements for women’s rights, state policy since the 1960s has institutionalized the role of Kuwaiti women in the family.   
Government Opposition: From the Nationalist Movement to Islamic 
Dominance   Throughout the 1960s and through the mid‐1970s, Kuwaiti nationalists played the role of government opposition within the National Assembly as well as in society.  Between 1963 and 1976 young Kuwaiti nationalists formed many                                                         13 al‐Mughni, Women in Kuwait : The Politics of Gender, 60. 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associations including the Independence Club, the National Union of Kuwaiti Students, the Graduates Society, the Teachers Society, the Lawyers Society, and the General Union of Kuwaiti Workers.14  More than mere social clubs, these associations served a political purpose to express opposition to the regime, to air government grievances, to lobby for political support, and to raise public consciousness on national and regional issues.15 The Kuwaiti nationalists demanded the nationalization of the oil industry, political unity with other Arab states, better employment opportunities, freedom of the press, more rights to Arab expatriates, and the enfranchisement of women.16  Many of these issues were addressed in the associations and gained support through simple word of mouth, but other more complex activities also took root in the associations.  “Much of this activity consists of little more than gossiping about the political issues of the day, but significant are disguised campaigning for political candidates, lobbying for legislation and administrative proposals, and even clandestine organizing of demonstrations,” according to Robert Landen, quoted in an unpublished PhD dissertation by Ahmad Abdullah Saad Baz, entitled “Political elites and Political Developments in Kuwait,” George Washington University.17   By the mid‐ 1970s, having won new allies inside of the parliament, Kuwaiti nationalism posed a formidable threat to the government’s political power.  The 
                                                        14 Ibid., 40. 15 Ibid. 16 Ibid. 17 Ibid. 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situation with Arab nationalism became even more volatile as political instability erupted throughout the Middle East, especially when civil war broke out in Lebanon and Syria, and unity behind Arab nationalism was suddenly at risk.   The government decided to take drastic measures to secure their own stability.  In August of 1976 the National Assembly was dissolved, and several constitutionally protected civil liberties, including the freedom of the press, were suspended.  The objective of the government at this time was to reduce the powerful forces behind the nationalist movement, and in its attempts to suppress Arab nationalism, the government promoted the proliferation of Islamic beliefs: The regime had perceived the vocal nationalist opposition group in the National Assemblies of the 1960s and 1970s as a particularly potent and worrisome threat.  Government strategy in restoring the assembly seemed directed at preventing the nationalists from regaining a platform for anti‐government rhetoric, even to the point of permitting more freedom for the Islamists as a counterweight.18  In an attempt to quell government opposition of the Arab nationalists and urban liberals, the Islamic movement triumphed. Between 1976 and 1980, Islamic leaders began to gain power and influence within Kuwaiti communities.   Women were significant participants in the expansion of political Islam, largely because the women’s organizations, established by the government in the 1960s to promote modernization, proved to be a powerful tool for spreading Islamic beliefs.19  Women from recently settled tribal families that had just been granted full citizenship                                                         18 J.E. Peterson, “The Arab Gulf States,” The Washington Papers, no.131 p. 41 qtd. in Ibid., 20. 19 Haya al‐Mughni and Mary Ann Tétreault, “Political Actors without the Franchise: Women and Politics in Kuwait,” in Monarchies and Nations: Globalisation and Identity in the Arab States of the Gulf (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2005), 206. 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became a large presence in Islamic expansion, since they strongly desired to maintain traditional Islamic family values.  The government took further action to deter the opposition of the urban population.   The Amir granted full citizenship to recently settled tribal groupings as a means to dilute the voting power of urban constituencies.20  Also in 1981, the electoral law was changed, redistricting and reapportioning representation to fewer legislators from urban and more from rural constituencies.21  In 1981, elections took place under the new electoral laws, and included the recently enfranchised tribal groupings.  Support for the Islamic Movement increased exponentially, since their platforms resonated strongly with the conservative tribals.   However, the Islamic Movement began to pose its own challenges to the government’s political power.  Although the government initially supported the Islamists in order to offset the opposition of the Nationalist Movement, the scope of the movement narrowly became too religious, and support of the movement expanded.  Islamic groups like the Salafiya movement that strictly promoted shari’a (Islamic law) as Kuwaiti law, began to oppose government positions. By the 1985 election cycle, the government showed its concern with the religious movement by giving full support to the liberals, the one group capable of deflecting the powerful Islamists.22  The religious candidates, like the Salafists, did not fare as well in the 1985 elections, and the nationalists gained a small but                                                         20 Ibid. 21 Ibid., 206‐207. 22 al‐Mughni, Women in Kuwait : The Politics of Gender, 42. 
  25 
significant number of seats in the parliament.  However, the National Assembly was disbanded less than a year later when the government once again restrained the right of political representation; on July 3, 1986 the Amir of Kuwait, Sheik Jabir al‐Ahmad al‐Jabir Al Sabah, suspended the National Assembly and curtailed civil liberties.23  Representative government in Kuwait was not restored until 1992, after the Gulf War devastated the nation.   
The Iraqi Invasion: 1990­1992   The epoch of Iraqi occupation created a space for Kuwaiti women to take on special responsibilities.  Kuwaiti women were instrumental in securing the survival of their nation at this time.  During the Iraq invasion women were forced to step outside their traditional roles.  Some Kuwaiti women even smuggled food, money, and weapons across risky military checkpoints; others served as volunteers in hospitals, compensating for the lack of medical staff.24  Women’s confidence began to increase as they exuded autonomous behavior and attempted to challenge Iraqi authority.  The ousted government made several public pledges that after Kuwait was liberated, “women would play a greater role and make more noble contributions” to their country, which was an apparent nod toward increasing the 
                                                        23 Ibid. 24 al‐Mughni, “Women's Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010.” 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political and social rights of Kuwaiti women.25  There was also an apparent difference after the invasion regarding women in professional occupations.  Kuwaiti women trekked into new influential territory, assuming titles of university rector, vice president of the Kuwait Oil Company, and ambassador.26  Unfortunately, Kuwait generally returned to a society characterized by strict gender inequality, just as it was before the Iraq invasion.  Despite the ruling family’s public speeches of appreciation for women’s resistance activities during the Iraq invasion, for years they did nothing to honor their promises of enfranchisement.27  True political equality remained out of reach “as the Election Law (No. 35 of 1962) continued to ban political rights for women for another decade.”28   Nevertheless, it seems that the 1990‐1991 Iraqi occupation of Kuwait served as a catalyst for the eventual liberalization of women’s rights. There seems to be a political explanation for this societal regression was due to increasing hostility among the liberal and Islamic groups during the period after the Iraqi invasion, largely due to the success of the Islamists in parliament. The Islamists and the liberals have participated a deep‐seated power struggle, and with starkly different opinions about women’s rights, factions among the liberals and the Islamists continue to vie for power in Kuwait today.  Immediately following the Iraqi                                                         25 Youssef Ibrahim, “Mideast Tensions: A Kuwaiti Prince Sees Wider Rights",” New York Times, October 14, 1990, http://www.nytimes.com/1990/10/14/world/mideast‐tensions‐a‐kuwaiti‐prince‐sees‐wider‐rights.html?pagewanted=all. 26 Haila al‐Mekaimi, “Kuwait Women's Tepid Political Awakening,” Arab Insight 2, no. 1 (Winter 2008): 54. 27 Mary Ann Tétreault, “Kuwait's Parliament Considers Women's Political Rights, Again,” 2. 28 al‐Mughni, “Women's Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010.” 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invasion, the liberals were weak and fragmented and the Islamists were well organized and powerful.29  The Islamists were very successful in the 1992 elections, which led the Kuwaiti government to postpone granting female suffrage as it focused its agenda on securing power politically.  This political move by the government exhibits another power struggle that exists in Kuwait, one that exists between the government, the Amir and his cabinet, and the legislature, comprised of the members of parliament.  For several years following the 1992 elections, the power struggle and between the government and the Islamic bloc persisted, and the political tension came to a head in 1999 as the Islamists gained a majority of seats in Parliament.   The female suffrage movement was very active during the 1990s, but the situation was complicated because women themselves were divided on the issue. Divisions among women significantly impeded success in the arena of women’s rights.  Furthermore, many women at this time remained loyal to the Islamist cause and were focused on furthering the role of Islam in society.  The staunchest opponents of women’s rights were Sunni Islamists. By 1999, the Amir and his cabinet supported women's political rights in rhetoric, and following the dismissal of the 1996 parliament, the Amir issued a decree that granted political rights to women along with a host of other controversial measures that the government hoped would be ratified by the 1999 
                                                        29 Ibid., 173. 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legislature.30   Constitutionally, since the Amir issued the decrees together, they must all be voted upon together by the National Assembly in order to pass into law.  The Amiri decrees were voted down by the new parliament when it reconvened.  Soon after, Parliament submitted an identical women's rights measure for a vote, but it was defeated by two votes, thanks to two abstentions by ostensible supporters of women's rights.  Perceivably, the abstentions by notable women’s rights supporters occurred because of the fear that the women’s vote would serve to advance the Islamists.   The liberals decided to continue to exclude women from the political arena to keep the Islamists from gaining power and influence.  Mary Ann Tétreault, a notable expert in Kuwaiti politics rejects their flawed logic: “Even though a majority of women are thought to be heavily influenced by religion and tradition, adding women to voter rolls and candidate lists would be another prop for responsible politics, especially when Islamist extremism presents a direct threat to the safety and wellbeing of Kuwaitis and their families.”31 The struggle for women’s rights pushed on into a new decade.  Finally, the victory for women’s rights came on May 16, 2005 when the National Assembly voted 35‐23 to grant politic rights for women, including the right to vote and the right to run in parliamentary elections.  This was a monumental occasion for women’s rights and democracy in the Middle East, but the opportunity presented a whole new host of challenges for women.                                                         30 Mary Ann Tétreault, “Women's Rights and the Meaning of Citizenship in Kuwait,” Middle East 
Report Online (February 10, 2005), http://www.merip.org/mero/mero021005.html. 31 Ibid. 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Massouma Al­Mubarak, one of the four new elected women to the 
National Assembly, meets with Boston College students.  (Front 
Row, pictured from left to right: Kathleen Bailey, Bader Al­Saif, 
Massouma Al­Mubarak, Shameal Al­Sarif) 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Chapter III: 
Election History from 2006 to 2009   
2006 Elections   The elections held on June 29, 2006 marked the first in which women voted and ran for office, yet the timing of these elections did not fit into the normal election cycle.  The new Amir, Sheik Sabah Al Ahmad Al Sabah, disbanded the parliament on May 17, 2006 and called for new elections, surrounding controversy over redistricting and anti‐corruption.   A popular movement committed to reducing Kuwait’s twenty‐five electoral districts into five large constituencies began to gain popular support.  Reformers sought to curtail corruption, vote buying, and other illicit electoral methods and believed that larger districts would render these practices more difficult, thereby preventing some of these shenanigans.32   The thought was that larger districts would make Kuwaiti politics less corrupt.  The movement was spearheaded by Kuwaiti youth, and it became known as the “Orange Movement.”  In the spring of 2006, young Kuwaitis began to organize a series of demonstrations focused around the five‐district plan.  The demonstrations began with a few college student‐organizers wearing orange t‐shirts and waving orange flags, and the success of the events surprised everyone. The core group of activists                                                         32 Mary Ann Tétreault, “Kuwait’s Annus Mirabilis,” Middle East Report Online (September 7, 2006): 2, http://www.merip.org/mero/mero090706.html. 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numbered about a dozen young men and women, and they impulsively organized the first “We want five” demonstration outside the Sayf Palace on May 5, when a cabinet meeting was scheduled.33  Behind the orange flags, the young Kuwaiti activists forwarded text‐messages and word of mouth spread rapidly.  More than five hundred people gathered at the May 5th rally, and the organizers were further encouraged to call for another demonstration.34  The following week on May 14th, over one thousand people showed up in support of what was becoming known as the Orange Movement.   “The next morning, the demonstrators entered the National Assembly to place orange leaflets on the desks of the cabinet ministers and MPs, and then took seats in the gallery.”35  In response, the government proposed a ten‐district proposal as an alternative to the plan in parliament.  “As soon as the roll call indicated that the ten‐district proposal would have government support, all twenty‐nine proponents of five districts rose and left the building.”36  After the twenty‐nine representatives walked out of the Majlis al­Umma that day, the plan was rejected by the parliament. Next, two ministers in parliament attempted to exercise their right to summon the prime minister for interpellation, “a kind of informal questioning that is a prelude to a vote of confidence.”37   Prime Minister Sheikh Nasser Muhammad Al Sabah was to be grilled over the way in which the government dealt with unresolved issue of                                                         33 Tétreault, “Kuwait’s Annus Mirabilis.” 34 Ibid., 4. 35 Ibid. 36 Ibid., 5. 37 Ibid. 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electoral reform.  While “grilling” or “interpellation” of government ministers was not uncommon in Kuwait, in fact they commonly were administered to embarrass the government, a case of grilling of the prime minister was unprecedented, and because the prime minister was a prominent member of the ruling family, these actions undoubtedly led to the dissolution of parliament and new elections in 2006. Amidst the popular uproar, Sheikh Sabah was compelled to intervene in order to avert the popular force rallying against corruption and disbanded parliament the following day.38  The Amir soon called for new elections to take place, and for the first time, women could campaign for seats in the parliament.  Many women had planned to run for parliamentary seats in the scheduled 2007 elections, however, when the Amir dissolved parliament in May 23, 2006, he set the new election date for June 29, 2006, giving candidates just over one month to prepare.   Overall, there were 252 total candidates in the 2006 elections, and twenty‐seven of these candidates were women.  In the 2006 election, fourteen of the twenty‐five districts had no female candidates.  Out of the eleven districts in which women ran for seats in parliament, the majority of the women candidates ran in District 10.  Out of the twenty‐seven female candidates in the 2006 election, none were successful in winning a seat in the National Assembly.  However, the influence of women in these elections should not be undermined.  Women played an active role in the election, and they were very effective in tilting the election results in                                                         38 Tétreault, “Kuwait’s Annus Mirabilis,” 2. 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favor of a number of candidates.39  Moreover, a number of observations and trends emerged in the 2006 elections, many the result of women voters and women’s involvement. The surprise 2006 elections marked the first elections in which women could cast ballots, which drastically changed the voting demographics in the country.  Back in the first elections of 1963, only 16,889 male voters were eligible to vote.40 With the changes that took place in 1980s, when the bidun population was granted suffrage rights by the amir, compounded with women gaining the right to vote in 2005, led to a dramatic increase in the voting population in Kuwait.  By 2006, there were nearly 340,000 eligible voters, and approximately 195,000 or 57.4% of these voters were women.41   Other interesting trends emerged in the 2006 election cycle, especially in terms of the level of education held by the candidates, as well as the age range of the candidates.  Nearly half of the candidates had received a Bachelor’s degree, and 18.6% of the candidates held Master’s degrees.42  Only 16.9% of those running for seats in the National Assembly indicated their level of education as secondary or elementary.43  These observations show that more candidates with higher levels of education ran for office than those with lower levels of education.  In terms of age, 
                                                        39 Abdul Reda Assiri, “The 2006 Parliamentary Election in Kuwait: a New Age in Political Participation,” Digest of Middle East Studies vol. 16, no. 2 (2007): 33. 40 Ibid., 26. 41 Ibid., 23. 42 Ibid., 26. 43 Ibid. 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70.1% of the candidates were less than 50 years old, and among the female candidates, 62.9% were under age 50.44  This trend indicates that the younger generation was more prevalent in the 2006 elections. Women faced many stumbling blocks in these elections.  First, they focused primarily on winning the votes of female voters.  Dr. Abdul Reda Assiri, a leading political analyst of Kuwaiti politics, states “the sole concern of women candidates was how to get women’s votes as the only way to reach the parliament.”45 Seeking out the approval was difficult, especially when reaching out to first time voters who were likely to vote according to their family allegiances.  Furthermore, women candidates found difficulties due to their lack of experience, lack of campaign funds, and deficient political alliances.  As candidates, men had advantages over their women counterparts.  Beyond the capabilities of having experience in parliament, the most obvious advantages held by male candidates was due to their diwaniyas, where meetings were held and campaign issues were debated.  Diwaniyas are customary in Kuwait as all‐male meetings, and can be social and/or political in nature.  Diwaniyas provide a forum to introduce candidates and also allow for public proclamations.   Traditionally, since women are not present at diwaniyas, women face a huge disadvantage in campaigning for seats in the National Assembly. 
                                                        44 Ibid. 45 Ibid., 31. 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The platforms of women candidates commonly included financial problems for divorcees, windows and children; unequal treatment of women married to non‐Kuwaitis, gendered state policies regarding entitlements and nationality; economic issue of youth unemployment and post‐hydrocarbon economy, healthcare and public education.46  These pertinent issues, however, were all overshadowed by popular revulsion to government corruption and the failure to resize voting districts. Among the most notable female candidates in the 2006 elections were Rola Dashti, Fatima al‐Abdali, and Nabila al‐Anjari.   Rola Dashti and Nabila al‐Anjari had vast resources and strong family ties, which helped them through the campaign process.  However most women who decided to run for a seat in the National Assembly experienced a lack of resources and poor financing.  Fatima al‐Mutayri became the poster child for poorly financed female candidates.  A single mother, al‐Mutayri aimed to raise awareness for the lack of rights experienced by widowed and divorced women through her campaign.   However, dearth resources put a damper on the success of her campaign.  She received only 2.5% votes in district 21, although one third of the votes she received came from male voters.47 Looking at the election results of the more successful female candidates, Rola Dashti won 12.5% of the votes in her district, and Nabilla al‐Ajnari won 8.7% in the 
                                                        46 Tétreault, “Kuwait’s Annus Mirabilis,” 7. 47 Tétreault, “Kuwait’s Annus Mirabilis.” 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same district as Dashti.48   Their strong family ties are said to have aided in their moderate election success.  In addition, both al‐Ajnari and Dashti were prominent civic leaders before the election, and their names were recognizable on the ballots.  However, they both lacked experience in electioneering, which inhibited their potential success.  Even though none of the twenty‐seven female candidates won enough votes to gain seats in the National Assembly in the 2006 elections, more than ever, women were involved in campaigning as their presence as political activists increased.  These elections reinvigorated the Kuwaiti voting population to head to the polls and exercise the right to participate in elections. The powerful issue of anti‐government corruption and the redistricting proposal intensified the sentiment to get out and vote.  The election highlighted public grievances with the government and current political system, and it accentuated the tension between the appointed government and the elected National Assembly.49 The 2006 elections ushered in 19 new members of Parliament.  The reformist candidates who had called for the redistricting proposal that ignited “Project Orange” all were successfully re‐elected.  Soon, the new Parliament issued a decree to reduce the number of districts from 25 to five, which passed almost unanimously with 60 votes in favor and only two opposed. 
                                                        48 Abdul Reda Assiri, “The 2006 Parliamentary Election in Kuwait: a New Age in Political Participation,” 33. 49 Ibid., 39. 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The newly elected National Assembly remained all‐male, yet it passed a bill to commission for women’s issues in Parliament and selected two women to the offices of each member of the National Assembly to serve as liaisons between the MPs and the female voting body.50 
2008 Elections   Nearly two years later, another election took place. The Amir Sheik Sabah Al‐Ahmad Al‐Sabah dissolved parliament in March 2008 to end a standoff between parliament and the Cabinet, which had "stalled political life and delayed economic reforms."51  Sunni Islamists made a strong showing in the 2008 election, and minority Shiites gained an additional seat. These results seemed to reflect the heightened sectarian sentiment and conservatism in the state at the time surrounding the election.  In 2008, women again failed to win seats in parliament, but continued making strides.   In the third district, female candidate Aseel Al‐Awadhi lost although she was very popular in her district and in the press and had the support of the National Democratic Alliance.   Rola Dashti, an independent female activist also was unsuccessful in gaining a seat in the third district. 
2009 Elections   A year later, it was clear that many of the problems from the 2008 Parliament remained. The dissolution of the National Assembly in April 2009 did not come as a 
                                                        50 Ibid., 40. 51  B Izaak, "Islamists Make Strong Gains" Kuwait Times http://www.kuwaittimes.net/read_news.php?newsid=MTA3OTYyNTAxNw= 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surprise, and in fact it had been forecasted for weeks prior.  A major reason behind the Amir’s decision to dissolve Parliament and call for new elections was continued antagonism between MPs and cabinet members.52  This personifies the tension between government and the National Assembly.   New elections were set for May 16th, and immediately the stage was once again set for a historical occasion for women. On May 16, 2009 four women were elected to parliament for the first time. The election results were a celebratory occasion for many Kuwaitis, especially the many Kuwaiti women who had worked toward this goal for over 30 years.   Massouma Mubarak, Rola Dashti, Aseel Al‐Awadhi and Salwa al‐Jassar are the first women to win seats in the National Assembly of Kuwait.  This historic moment in Kuwait’s history came only four years after women finally received political rights in 2005, including the right to vote and stand for office. “By far the biggest surprise of the election was the election of four female members of parliament (MPs) who have managed to break an all‐male political barrier and successfully upstage opponents who forcefully campaigned against female participation.”53 Massouma Mubarak came in first place in the first district and won an astonishing 14,247 votes.54  Mubarak had served as the first female government                                                         52 Mary Ann Tétreault and Mohammed Al‐Ghanim, “The Day After “Victory”: Kuwait’s 2009 Election and the Contentious Present,” Middle East Report Online: 5, http://merip.org/mero/mero070809.html. 53 “Woman Power” 5/19/09, The Economist Intelligence Unit Newswire http://www.economist.com/agenda/printerfriendly.cfm?story_id=13685602 54 “New Members of the Kuwaiti Parliament,” National Democratic Institute, http://www.ndi.org/node/15508 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minister beginning in 2005.  Rola Dashti was elected from the third District, where she came in seventh place with 7,666 votes in the 2009 election.  In 2008 Dashti was more successful in obtaining votes under the new five‐district system, but she failed to win a seat in the National Assembly.  Aseel al‐Awadhi finished second in the third district, winning 11,860 votes.55  She also came very close to winning a seat in the National Assembly in the March 2008 elections.  Salwa al‐Jassar placed tenth in the second District, gaining 4,776 votes, just enough to give her a seat.  The principal commonality among these four newly elected MPs is clearly their gender.  Beyond gender, these women are diverse in both religious views and political leanings.  Two belong to the Sunni branch of Islam and two are Shi’a.  One from each religious branch of Islam wears hijab.   Politically, it would be easy to categorize the four female MPs as liberals, especially considering the conservative Islamist opposition to their campaigns by virtue of the fact that each of them are female.  During the campaign process for the 2009 election, a Salafi cleric issued a 
fatwa, which proclaimed it was a sin for a woman to run for office and a sin for anyone to vote for a woman.56   However, Rola Dashti, Aseel al‐Awadhi, Salwa al‐Jasser and Massouma al‐Mubarak do not uniformly share political allegiances.  
Meet the Women MPs   Each of these women has real political experience, merit, and legitimacy. “That all four hold PhDs, have a formidable reputation for professionalism and now                                                         55 “Woman Power,” op. cit. 56 Tétreault, Mary Ann, “Women Finally Join Kuwait Parliament,” guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2009/jun/03/Kuwait‐parliament‐women 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represent a proportion of the population that makes up more than 54% of eligible voters, points to a radical shift in opinion across Kuwait’s once stratified society.”57  Masouma Mubarak, Rola Dashti, Aseel al‐Awadhi, and Salwa al‐Jassar are all highly educated women who have been involved in the many facets of Kuwaiti society.  All have legitimate knowledge of the politics of their country, either by experience in government, as is the case for Mubarak, or in other professional organizations and universities.  Massouma Al‐Mubarak is the most experienced politically of the four women, having served in the government as the first female member of cabinet.   In the election of 2009, she placed first in the first constituency, and received the second‐highest number of votes in the election overall.58  As a committed political scientist, she chairs the political science department at Kuwait University.  Dr. Mubarak has two masters’ degrees and holds a Ph.D. in the philosophy of international relations, all from the University of Denver, Colorado.59  Massouma Al‐Mubarak served as the first female cabinet member in Kuwait.  She became Kuwait's first female minister when she was appointed minister of planning and state minister for administrative development affairs in 2005.60   Later, Al‐Mubarak held positions as Minister of 
                                                        57 “Woman Power” 5/19/09, The Economist Intelligence Unit Newswire http://www.economist.com/agenda/printerfriendly.cfm?story_id=13685602 58 Ibid. 59 Ibid. 60 “New Members of the Kuwaiti Parliament,” National Democratic Institute, http://www.ndi.org/node/15508 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Communications in 2006 and Minister of Health in 2007. “She has served as planning, communications, and health minister in three different governments.”61  Rola Dashti is an economist and holds PhD in Population Economics from Johns Hopkins University.  In addition to her economist credentials, she is an active feminist and a Shiite.62  She has been a key activist in fighting for gender equity in Kuwait and lobbied for women’s suffrage, which was granted in 2005.   As the chairperson of Kuwait Economic Society, which was founded in 1970, Dr. Dashti holds the distinction of the first women to head a mixed‐sex professional organization in Kuwait.  Dashti is a member of the executive committee of Young Arab Leaders, as well as a member of the Al‐Fatat Club.  In addition to her roles in the public sphere, she runs an international consultancy firm that focuses on domestic privatization.   She also advocates democratic reform in the region.  She promotes gender equality, both in Kuwait and throughout out the region, as well as increasing the role of women in public life.  She is the founder of the Women Participation Organization. In 2005, she was the winner of the King Hussein Humanitarian Award and has been involved in several volunteer activities since her undergraduate years, when she worked with the International Red Cross in Lebanon to assist refugee families from the south in 1982.63  Dashti has ranked among the world’s 100 most influential Arabs for 2007 and 2008.                                                         61 Tetreault, Mary Ann and Mohammed Al‐Ghanim, “The Day After ‘Victory’: Kuwait’s 2009 Election and the Contentious Present,” Middle East Report Online, http://www.merip.org/mero/mero070809.html 62 Mary Ann Tétreault, “Women's Rights and the Meaning of Citizenship in Kuwait.” 63 Op cit, “New Members of the Kuwaiti Parliament.” 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Aseel al‐Awadhi has a PhD in philosophy from the University of Texas at Austin, and she currently is a professor at Kuwait University. She was a member of Amnesty International in 1988‐1991 and a volunteer at the Kuwaiti Society for Victims of War in 1991‐1993.64  She is a prominent member of the National Democratic Alliance also known as the Tahalof.65  Shamael Al‐Sharikh, a columnist for the Kuwait Times, attended a meeting at the Tahalof headquarters in Rwanda, discussing how the Tahalof would be affected under the five electoral districts system in any future elections, when she first met Aseel.   "I remember the passion with which she spoke, and the soft aura of confidence she emitted. She is a relatively young woman, but her experience and knowledge of the Kuwaiti political system far exceeds her age."   Shamael Al‐Sharikh continued,  "Intelligent Kuwaiti women are often stereotyped as aggressive and domineering.  She was neither."66 Salwa al‐Jasser is an educator.  A professor of education at Kuwait University, she also heads a local NGO, as the chair of the Woman’s Empowerment Center, which also focuses largely on education.67  As president the Women’s Empowerment Center, many of Al‐Jasser’s students come from tribal areas.68  She recently served as an adviser to the United Nations Development Programme office 
                                                        64 Ibid,. 65 Al‐Sharikh, Shamael, “Who's that girl?” Kuwait Times  http://www.kuwaittimes.net/read_news.php?newsid=MjM3OTM4NzU5 66 Ibid. 67 Tetreault, op cit. 68 Tetreault and Al‐Ghanim, op cit. 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in Kuwait.69  In addition, Al‐Jasser is a board member of the Kuwait Transparency Society. It is clear that each one of these MPs is qualified to serve her constituents.  However, many who disapprove of female participation in parliament have attempted to undermine the legitimacy of these four women.  Controversy emerged around the issue of wearing hijab, in protest to Rola Dashti and Aseel al‐Awadi, who both do not veil.  A vague and hasty add‐on to the law declares female candidates and elected officials must abide by sharia, or Islamic law.70   “That opponents of women’s rights are reduced to making wardrobe attacks is partly a reflection of the quality and diversity of these new MPs.”71 The example of controversy over hijab reflects the division seen not only in parliament but also throughout the state of Kuwait. The five voting constituencies of Kuwait accurately reflect a bifurcation of society in which districts one, two and three are more the progressive and districts four and five are mostly tribal.  Tribal views of women are largely discriminatory.   Nearly all tribes in districts four and five hold illegal primaries in which members of that tribe are obliged to vote for the chosen candidate. Many Kuwait voters explain that the results of the recent elections represent the true desire for change among Kuwaitis.   The four newly elected female MPs “have benefited from a change in Kuwait’s mood which has shifted towards merit                                                         69 “New Members of the Kuwaiti Parliament” op cit. 70 Tétreault, op cit. 71 Tétreault, op cit. 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and political competency from an association with tribal ties and expediency.”72 The vote marked a significant departure from the 2008 election and was seen as a repudiation of previous parliaments’ lack of progress and the desire of Kuwaiti voters to see real change.”73  Twenty‐one new parliamentarians were elected. On top of the high turnover, the majority of incumbent members received less votes than before and were lower down on the list of election results.74  “The majority of incumbent MPs who retained their seats, however, scored lower down on the ballot lists suggesting that Kuwaitis were expressing a desire for change.”75 The high turnover in the National Assembly and lower success of incumbents does suggest a real desire for change.  The new parliament in 2008 parliament included twenty‐two new faces, mostly from the fourth and fifth district, marking a 44 percent turnover from of the last National Assembly.  According to the Kuwait Times this is “a percentage slightly higher than Kuwaiti standards."76  Yet twenty‐one new members of parliament were elected in 2009, which seems to indicate the voters want change in parliament, perhaps continuing the trend of the 2008 election. Women made up 57% of the voting population in the June 2006 elections. Total voter turnout was reported at 65% in 2006, or about 345,000 voters, an estimated 15% increase from the 2005 elections.77  In the 2008 election, voter turnout was 
                                                        72 Mary Ann Tétreault, “Women's Rights and the Meaning of Citizenship in Kuwait.” 73 Ibid. 74 Ibid. 75 Ibid. 76 B. Izzak, “Kuwaitis Seek Fresh Start,” Kuwait Times,  May 18, 2008 http://www.kuwaittimes.net/read_news.php?newsid=MTY5NTIwMDk3 77 Carnegie Endowment Packet 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about 60% overall. This is slightly lower than the voter turnout of 2006, which was 65%.78   Among the male population, voter turnout was 75% compared to just around 50 percent among women.79   If voters in districts one two and three were in favor of change, women MPs represent a drastic change in the Kuwaiti political scene, and this gave female candidates an advantage.  Perhaps the outcome of the 2009 election was the result of momentum picking up.  Many of this year’s leading women candidates, including al‐Awadhi, al‐Jassar and Dashti, had run in previous elections and we were able to build upon experience going back to 2006. For example, al Awadhi came in second in her district, receiving more than double the number of votes she polled last year, when she was in 11th place.  This momentum was evident in the previous two elections, especially with Aseel gaining a seat, since she had come in 11th place in 2008. Salwa al‐Jassar and Rola Dashti also seemed to be on track to win seats and indeed did so in the 2009 election.  This election perhaps was merely a continuation of trends of voting for female candidates.  It seems that by May 2009, the momentum was set for women, and the new five‐district system helped female candidates reach high numbers of votes that were not possible in 2006.  It just took two elections for female candidates to receive higher numbers of votes to place them in the top ten. 
                                                        78 B. Izzak, “Kuwaitis Seek Fresh Start,” Kuwait Times,  May 18, 2008 http://www.kuwaittimes.net/read_news.php?newsid=MTY5NTIwMDk3 79 Ibid. 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It is noteworthy therefore that women MPs were only elected from districts one, two and three.  Massouma al‐Mubarak was victorious in the first district, Rola Dashti and  Salwa al‐Jasser won coming from the third district, and Aseel al‐Awadhi won a seat in the second district.   Many may claim that there is no hope for female candidates in Districts four and five.  However, Thekra al‐Rashidi, a female candidate who won 6,635 votes in the fourth constituency, challenges this assumption.  Her success is a remarkable feat considering the fourth constituency is tribal.  Though she did not win a seat in parliament, she finished in 15th place, and her success in gaining votes in the fourth district is extremely significant.   She was greeted by perhaps the loudest cheers from the crowd at the reception held at the Women's Cultural and Social Society headquarters on May 20th.  She told the press, "In such a tribal constituency, I cannot expect anything more than this. I am happy and I thank God that we have changed the equation and broken tradition."80 I was fortunate enough to watch Thekra Al‐Rashidi enter the victory celebration at the Women’s Cultural Center in the days following the victories of four candidates. The crowds greeted al‐Rashidi with perhaps even more enthusiasm than the four newly elected females.   As an onlooker, the roaring applause and proud tears for Ms. Al‐Rashidi truly showed how much her story gives hope.  She may not have received enough votes to gain a seat, but she amazingly won over six thousand votes without participating in the illegal tribal primaries.  Her individual 
                                                        80 Zahreddine, Nisreen "Female MPs celebrate success with smiles, tears," Kuwait Times, http://www.kuwaittimes.net/read_news.php?newsid=NzY4ODYzNzIw 
  47 
strength demonstrates that she legitimately could compete against tribal opponents and gain votes in significant numbers.   
Desire for Change   The Kuwaiti people’s desire for change played a huge part in the success of women in the 2009 election.  Changes in voting process in terms of constituency size, from a twenty‐five‐district system to a five‐district system, also sheds light on the results of this election, especially concerning the victory of these four particular women. Women candidates’ performance in the campaign process also played an interesting and perhaps significant factor.  The next chapter sets out to explain how each of the four victorious females was able to win sufficient votes and gain seats in the National Assembly within the context of research of descriptive representation. 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At the Women’s Cultural and Social Society victory celebration on 
May 20th, 2009, newly elected MP Rola Dashti greets Boston College 
Professor David Deese as Professor Kathleen Bailey looks on. 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Chapter IV:  
Descriptive and Substantive Representation: A Review of 
Scholarly Literature     
Introduction to the Literature Review:   Gender serves as a lens that highlights important issues about democratic representation.   The subject of women in parliaments can be discussed in terms of numbers and also in terms of influence.  How are women elected to parliaments in greater numbers?  Descriptive representation explores the variations in the number of women elected to parliaments.  Do women make a difference in parliament?  Substantive representation focuses on the effects of women’s presence in parliament.  A review of research of both descriptive representation and substantive representation leads to a discussion of the extent to which an increase in the number of women elected to parliament can affect how societies function.  Descriptive representation and substantive representation are two different research programs with distinctive sets of theoretical reasoning and empirical tools, but nonetheless it can be argued that these two research programs are interconnected.  In the theory of the politics of presence, Phillips provides a link between substantive and descriptive representation by suggesting that female politicians are best equipped to represent the interests of women.  In order to evaluate Phillips’ proposition, thorough understandings of descriptive representation and substantive representations are necessary. 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Descriptive Representation:   The research field of descriptive representation aims to explain the increases of numbers of women elected to parliament by investigating how women are elected to parliament in varying degrees of proportion.  At its core, descriptive representation measures women’s share of seats in parliament.  This measurement is used as an indicator of political inclusion in society and is widely accepted in the field of political science.81  The theoretical focus of descriptive representation is directed toward developing explanations for variations among the number of seats held by women in domestic level comparisons. A survey of literature discussing descriptive representation explores numerous factors that contribute to differences in the numbers of female representation, and explanatory power is given to the structures, actors and cultural environment of a country in which women run for parliament.  Upon reviewing the current literature about descriptive representation, it seems that the type of electoral system makes a difference for the number of women elected.  There is also evidence that political systems that have implemented gender quotas have led to a dramatic increase in seats held by women.  In addition, the involvement of political parties and other actors appear to be relevant, and ultimately culture plays a significant role in the numbers of women elected to parliaments around the world.   According to findings of the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral 
                                                        81 Lena Wängnerud, “Women in Parliaments: Descriptive and Substantive Representation,” Annual 
Review of Political Science 12, no. 1 (June 2009): 53. 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Assistance (IDEA), various factors that influence women’s access to decision‐making bodies include the type of electoral system as well as the presence of quota provisions and their degree of implementation, a lack of party support, the lack of support from women’s organizations and other non‐governmental organizations, as well as the tailoring of institutions according to male standards and political attitudes.82 Lena Wångnerud from the University of Gothenburg, Sweden states that one of the most stable findings from empirical research on descriptive representation is that the election of women tends to be favored by electoral systems with proportional representation and political parties in a system of multiple access points.83   Pippa Norris presents a model of the descriptive representation that stresses the importance of the political system as well as political parties.  The Norris model provides sufficient explanation for the claim made by Wångnerud.   According to research completed by Norris, it appears that the type of political system influences the variations in the number of women elected to parliament.   Empirical research indicates that the election of women is favored by electoral systems with party lists, proportional representation, and large district magnitudes.84    This is because in political systems of proportional representation with larger districts, a candidate does not need to win first place in order to win an 
                                                        82 Julie Ballington and International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, Women in 
Parliament: Beyond Numbers, Rev. Ed. (Stockholm  Sweden: International IDEA, 2005), 46. 83 Wängnerud, “Women in Parliaments: Descriptive and Substantive Representation,” 54. 84 Ibid. 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election.  In electoral systems of this kind, a candidate does not need to win as many votes as in other electoral systems because the system elects multiple candidates from each district, and therefore, a candidate can be place further down on the list and still be elected.85  Nordic countries illustrate this point quite well, as there are several explanations for the high presence of women in the Nordic parliaments, and one reason is the proportional electoral system.86  In recent history, the implementation of gender quota systems changes the understanding of descriptive representation.  Gender quotas are formalized measures intended to increase the number of women elected to legislatures.  The quota trend complicates many longstanding, accepted research findings dealing with descriptive representation.  Implementations of quota policies that require a certain proportion of female parliamentary representation, party representation, or both, have gained popularity in recent years.  Within political parties, and within the parliaments themselves, the political landscape has changed in favor of women where quota systems have been implemented.  In Women, Quotas and Politics, Dahlerup and her colleagues collaboratively analyze the recent post‐communist quota trend.  This study examines forty countries in which gender quota policies have been constitutionally implemented or passed by other legal means.  In addition to the forty countries that have legally implemented election policies of gender 
                                                        85 Pippa Norris, “Choosing Electoral Systems: Proportional, Majoritarian, and Mixed Systems,” 
International Political Science Review 18, no. No. 3 (July 1997): 297‐312. 86 Ballington and International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, Women in 
Parliament: Beyond Numbers, 37. 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quotas, at least fifty countries are found to have major political party provisions favoring policies of gender quotas.87   Present quota policies have created a ‘fast‐track’ model of descriptive representation.  Yet there are difficulties in the ability to effectively measure the changes in these societies in these nations due to the ‘fast‐track’ that the gender quota implementations has provided for women to gain representation in parliament.  In fact, the global quota trend has contributed to rather surprising rankings.  Nordic countries are known for implementation of gender quotas, and on the regional level, these countries have the highest proportion of women in national parliaments, averaging 41.4%.88  Among countries on the domestic level, the top four nations all have provisions involving gender quotas.  Rwanda leads with 48.8% representation, followed by Sweden with 47%, Cuba with 43.2%, and Finland with 41.5%.89   Further explanatory factors are found in culture.  According to Pfau‐Effinger in the book Gender, Economy, and Culture in the European Union, published in 1998, gender culture can be defined as societal ideals, meanings, and values, which have gender connotations.90  Although cultural explanations have been criticized because they seem to be unable to account for short‐term change, many additional studies including Paxton & Kunovich (2003) substantiate the view that gender‐related 
                                                        87 Drude Dahlerup, Women, Quotas and Politics, 1st ed. (New York: Routledge, 2006). 88 Wängnerud, “Women in Parliaments: Descriptive and Substantive Representation,” 53. 89 Ibid. 90 Birgit Pfau‐Effinger, Gender, Economy, and Culture in the European Union (New York: Routledge, 2000). 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values are important in the field of descriptive representation.91  Research compiled by Studler & McAllister in the European Journal of Political Research shows that from 1950 to the present day, Protestantism and high levels of economic growth correlate positively with a high number of women elected.92  Other studies conclude that socioeconomic factors, including women’s share in professional occupations, impact the number of women elected.93   While culture consistently has been deemed an important and influential factor, it is difficult to test out this hypothesis in the real world.   Richard Matland approaches this challenge by developing a measure using a cluster of variables.  As a possible proxy for culture, Matland specifically looks at the ratio of women’s literacy to men’s literacy, the ratio of female labor for participation to male labor force participation, and the ratio of university educated women to university educated men.94  The results of Matland’s research are discussed in review of Women in 
Parliament: Beyond Numbers, compiles by the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance: “The assumption was that when women approach men in levels of literacy, workforce participation, and university education—and thus become men’s equals in the social spheres—they are more likely to be seen as men’s equals in the political sphere, and therefore their representation will increase. This hypothesis holds, as the cultural measures described correlate very strongly                                                         91 Pamela Marie Paxton and Sheri Kunovich, “Women's Political Representation: The Importance of Ideology,” Social Forces 82, no. 1 (2003): 87‐113. 92 DT Studlar and I McAllister, “Does a Critical Mass Exist? A Comparative Analysis of Women's Legislative Representation since 1950” 41, European Journal of Political Research: 233‐253. 93 Rob Salmond, “Proportional Representation and Female Parliamentarians,” Legislative Studies 
Quarterly 31, no. 2 (May 2006): 175‐204. 94 Matland, Richard E., 1998. ‘Women’s Representation in National Legislatures: Developed and Developing Countries’. Legislative Studies Quarterly. Vol. 23, no. 1, pp. 109–25. 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with women’s representation.”95  The Norris model also deals with culture, as it introduces a feedback effect on motivation that stems from cultural norms: if few women are elected, this may reinforce the idea that politics play out in a male dominated sphere.96  As such, it seems that the likelihood of women gaining seats in parliament becomes more difficult if few women are elected.    How do women get elected to parliament in a male‐dominated culture?  Candidates need ties to parties and organizations that promote women candidates. Through these ties, political parties can serve as a vehicle for women to be elected. Ties among parties and other organizations and interest groups can then foster and strengthen these ties, increasing the likelihood for female parliamentary candidates.    The Norris model asserts that party ideology and party organization play important factors in electing women to parliament.  Political parties with an unambiguous aim to increase the number of women elected to parliament are a factor behind the increases of women in parliament.  The findings indicate that women tend to be successful in elections when they are backed by political parties.  This advantage is intensified when parties are more effectively organized.   In a 2006 study, research compiled by Kittilson of Ohio State University also suggests that the internal processes within political parties are central to the analysis of 
                                                        95 Ballington and International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, Women in 
Parliament: Beyond Numbers, 38. 96 Pippa Norris, Comparing Democracies: Elections in Global Perspectives (Thousand Oaks  Calif.: Sage Publications, 1996). 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descriptive representation.  These findings indicate that centralized party organization tends to be favorable to women.97 But political parties are not exclusive actors in politics.  Other interest groups such as women’s organizations can serve as vehicles for women candidates in many of the same ways as political parties.  In fact, interplay between political parties and interest groups such as women’s organizations have significant impact in electing women.  Political parties can be even more successful and when party organization has ties with organizations outside of the party due to the fact that these ties provide more points of access for women.98   In addition to factors dealing with party or interest group organization, the strategies of timing and framing can increase support of women candidates within these mechanisms.  Women candidates have an increased likelihood of gaining support if the timing is right and their platforms are framed attractively.99   Furthermore, Kittilson’s reasoning shows that in many cases, the number of women elected in Western democracies has not grown incrementally but rather in “punctuated and sometimes dramatic increases.”100  This suggests that the process of integrating women into parliament is not a consistent process with measurable stages.   The level of corruption is a factor that is currently shedding new light on the 
                                                        97 Miki Caul Kittilson, Challenging Parties, Changing Parliaments: Women and Elected Office in 
Contemporary Western Europe (Columbus: Ohio State Univ. Press, 2006), 48‐49. 98 Norris, Comparing Democracies: Elections in Global Perspectives. 99 Kittilson, Challenging Parties, Changing Parliaments: Women and Elected Office in Contemporary 
Western Europe. 100 Ibid., 10. 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processes at work in descriptive representation in recent research.  Corruption can have many faces, such as bribery and extortion in the public sector, as well as the procurement of goods and services.101  Research initiated by the World Bank shows that the higher the number of women in the national parliament, the lower the level of corruption.102  Although the causal direction of the relationship between corruption and descriptive representation is unclear, Sung reiterates, “Gender equality and government accountability are both great achievements of modern, liberal democracy.”103  It is apparent that the degree of fairness in a system wields importance for women’s ability to gain political representation.104  Research about corruption, however, is still in its nascent stages and is not yet fully accounted for in the formal research on descriptive representation. Although the subject of descriptive representation has been widely researched, it is difficult to come to concrete conclusions because there are not clearly defined boundaries by which to measure the progress of women’s electoral success.  Around the world, parliaments are composed and elected in different ways, and political parties exist and operate on varying domestic scales.  Endemic views of gender also blur the boundaries on which it would be possible to construct a 
                                                        101 Ballington and International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance, Women in 
Parliament: Beyond Numbers, 44. 102 David Dollar, “Are Women Really the “Fairer” Sex? Corruption and Women in Government,” 
Journal of Economic Behavior & Organization 46, no. 4 (12, 2001): 423‐429. 103 Hung‐En Sung, “Fairer Sex of Fairer System? Gender and Corruption Revisited,” Social Forces 82, no. 2 (December 2003): 718. 104 Sung, “Fairer Sex of Fairer System? Gender and Corruption Revisited.” 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comprehensive model of descriptive representation.  The quota trend also further complicates research findings about descriptive representation.    The following table, compiled by Lena Wångnerud, provides and overview of explanatory factors found in research on descriptive representation:      
Table 1: Explanatory factors brought forward in research on variations in the number of women elected to national parliaments (descriptive representation).105  
Macro­level variables  Meso­level variables  Micro­level variables 
 year of female suffrage  party ideology  voter preferences religion  party organization  motivation among women to be candidates gender‐equality culture  
 
party gender quotas   system cleanness  
 
women’s movement   electoral system  
 
timing and framing   welfare state system  
 
dynamics in specific elections   legal gender quotas  
 
contagion effects across parties   government (nonmilitary) expenditure 
 
   
socioeconomics     contagion effects across countries      
                                                        105 Wängnerud, “Women in Parliaments: Descriptive and Substantive Representation,” 59. 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Substantive Representation:   Unlike descriptive representation, which measures and studies the factors that potentially lead to variations in the number of seats held by women, substantive representation studies the effects of the presence of women in parliaments.  The research project of substantive representation necessarily deals with the concepts of women’s interests and gender equality.  A core idea found in studies about substantive representation identifies certain interests and concerns that are important to women.106  These fundamental issues arise from women’s experiences in society.  Studies on substantive representation assume that women’s issues will be inadequately addressed in male‐dominated politics.   The following passage exemplifies the mainstream reasoning behind women’s interests: Women have distinct interests in relation to child bearing; and as society is currently constituted they also have particular interests arising from exposure to sexual harassment and violence, their unequal position in the division of paid and unpaid labor and their exclusion from most arenas of economic or political power.107   Phillips stresses context insofar as women’s interests are connected to how societies are currently constituted.  Women and men differ in their everyday lives, and although diversity exits among women as well, this theory emphasizes that women have common ground.  Women, including female politicians, share a common experience along gender lines, which is rooted in gender differences in                                                         106 Ibid., 53. 107 Anne Phillips, The Politics of Presence (New York: Clarendon Press; Oxford University Press, 1995), 67‐68. 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society.  The way societies present opportunities or impose restraints on women influence the conception of women’s interests.  Culture is also relevant to the research program of substantive representation because the definitions of women’s issues and gender equality are rooted in time and space, and therefore vary in different nation‐states accordingly.108 In Rising Tide: Gender Equality and Cultural Change around the World (2003), Inglehart and Norris stress the significance of a gender‐equality culture that gives women opportunities to become upwardly mobile.  The authors construct a scale that measures gender‐equality that measures citizens’ attitudes regarding women in position of political leadership, women’s professional and educational rights, and women’s traditional role of mother.   The empirical findings of Inglehart and Norris show that the gender‐equality scale positively correlates with the number of women in parliament.109    Yet it is important to distinguish the concepts of “women’s interests” and “gender equality.”  Gender equality can be defined as equal rights among males and females, but Phillips’ theory of political presence insists that equal rights to a vote are not strong enough to guarantee equal rights, and there must therefore also be equality among those elected to office.110  Phillips argues that gender equality among those elected to political office is desirable because of the perceivable 
                                                        108 Wängnerud, “Women in Parliaments: Descriptive and Substantive Representation.” 109 Ronald Inglehart and Pippa Norris, Rising Tide: Gender Equality and Cultural Change Around the 
World (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 138. 110 Wängnerud, “Women in Parliaments: Descriptive and Substantive Representation,” 54. 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changes equality can bring about: “It is representation… with a purpose, it aims to subvert or add or transform.”111 In The Politics of Presence, Phillips suggests that female politicians are best equipped to represent women’s interests, thus linking the research findings of descriptive representation and substantive representation, because as more women are elected to parliament, women’s interests will be better represented overall.  However, the link that the theory of the politics of presence presents between descriptive representation and substantive representation is probabilistic rather than deterministic.112  The theory of the politics of presence is centered around the sociological assumption that “[f]emale politicians are expected to be better equipped to represent the interests of female voters because they, at least to some extent, share the same experiences.”113  Many counterhypotheses to the theory of the politics of presence argue that other social characteristics are more critical to politics than gender, such as class, ethnicity, or party ideology.114   How does one design research to go about measuring the effects of women in parliament?  In the field of substantive representation, there have been longitudinally designed studies that measure the effects of women in parliament over time, beginning with no or little female representation until women are present in large numbers in parliament.  An alternative to longitudinal studies, 
                                                        111 Phillips, The Politics of Presence, 47. 112 Debra Dodson, The Impact of Women in Congress (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006). 113 Wängnerud, “Women in Parliaments: Descriptive and Substantive Representation,” 61. 114 Ibid. 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which are extremely difficult to conduct, is to use a wide range of indicators in cross‐section analysis, including control variables that serve to isolate the effects of gender.115  In How Women Legislate, Sue Thomas undertakes cross‐section research using a wide set of indicators in more than one time frame.  Thomas distinguishes between legislative procedures, which include activities such as making speeches, working with colleagues, and bargaining with lobbyists, and legislative products, which include voting records, issue attitudes, and policy priorities.116 Thomas’s findings show a closing gap between women and men concerning legislative procedures.  However, the gap between men and women does not seem to be closing on legislative products. Thomas concludes, “Today women legislators embrace priorities dealing with issues of women, and children and the family. Men do not share this priority list.”117   Thomas’ study is an example of empirical research in the field of substantive representation that shows how female members of parliament tend to prioritize issues that are also prioritized by female voters.118 “The result that emerges from the empirical research is that female politicians contribute to strengthening the position of women’s interests.”119    In research on women and parliaments, cross‐country comparative research is also a desired quest goal.  There is also a need for additional studies and empirical research, especially in non‐western countries and emerging democracies. My hope                                                         115 Ibid. 116 Sue Thomas, How Women Legislate (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994). 117 Ibid., 7. 118 Wängnerud, “Women in Parliaments: Descriptive and Substantive Representation,” 62. 119 Ibid., 65. 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is that my research will shed light on the research field because Kuwait is an example of a non‐Western democracy. 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Chapter V: 
Descriptive Representation: Kuwait as a Case Study    Recall from the review of literature regarding descriptive representation that salient macro‐level variables in the case of Kuwait include the year of female suffrage, religion, gender‐equality culture, and electoral system.  In addition, variables on the meso‐level also influence the number of women that hold seats in parliament.  Salient meso‐level variables include organization of political parties, women’s movement, and timing and framing.   At the micro‐level, voter preferences and motivation among women to be candidates are important variables in determining descriptive representation.  This chapter sets out to examine the aforementioned variables in the context of Kuwait, so as to evaluate their relevance. Neither Kuwait nor other Gulf Region states have been the subject of many studies about women and descriptive representation.  Therefore, if the variables identified by established research on descriptive representation hold true in Kuwait, this sheds light on the universal validity of these variables. 
Year of Female Suffrage   Regarding the year of female suffrage, research shows that the number of women in parliament tends to increase over time, and the year of female suffrage indicates the starting point at which we can begin to measure the number of women elected to parliaments.   Numerically speaking, this variable will increase as each year passes.   The year of female suffrage is the starting point at which descriptive 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representation can be measured.  Women in Kuwait were granted suffrage in 2005, and four years later women were elected to the National Assembly for the first time.   How does this stack up against other countries in the region?   First and foremost, it is important to point out that in terms of democracy, Kuwait is a leader in the Gulf Region and in the Arab world.  Recall that Kuwait is one of just six constitutional monarchies in the Arab world today.  Yet, how can Kuwait be seen as a leader in democratization if women were only first granted political rights in 2005, some decades after other Arab countries? In Iraq, women were first granted suffrage rights in 1958, but could not stand for election until 1980.120   In 1959, women in Morocco were granted the right to vote.121  Iran allowed women to first vote in 1963, and Jordan followed suit in 1974 when the King declared full political rights for Jordanian women.122    Looking to the current makeup of numbers of women in parliaments in these countries, Morocco has 34 women out of 325 seats in the lower house, which is about 10.5%, and three women out of the 270 seats in the upper house, about 1.1%.123   Jordan has 6.4% representation of women in the lower house and 12.7% representation in the upper house.124  These countries, having received political rights for women much earlier than Kuwait, show around the same percentages in 
                                                        120 “Women's Suffrage,” http://www.ipu.org/wmn‐e/suffrage.htm. 121 Pamela Paxton, “Women's Suffrage in the Measurement of Democracy: Problems of Operationalization,” Studies in Comparative International Development Vol 35, no. 3 (September 2000): 102. 122 Ibid. 123 “Women in Parliaments: World Classification,” http://www.ipu.org/wmn‐e/classif.htm. 124 Ibid. 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representation levels, since Kuwaiti women now are 8% of the legislature. Neither Oman nor Qatar has women representatives in their legislature.    Having gained the right to vote later than Oman and Qatar, Kuwaiti women have made great strides, with percentage levels among Jordan and Morocco, and exceeding Qatar and Oman. Given the year of female suffrage in Kuwait was in 2005, and four years later, Kuwaiti women had 8% of the National Assembly, this shows that Kuwait gained female representation at a fairly rapid pace.125    While in recent decades Iraq, Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, and Kuwait have all held elections in which women were allowed to vote, unfortunately, some women in neighboring countries are still unable to exercise political rights.  In nearby United Arab Emirates, the Parliament is officially appointed, and neither men nor women have the right to vote or to stand for election.126  In Saudi Arabia, men participated in the first local elections ever held in the country in 2005, however women were not allowed to exercise their right to vote or to run for election at this time.127 
Religion   Research shows that religion can potentially account for variations in the number of elected women.  Religion affects the cultural constructions and understanding of women, and religion can influence the level of support and tolerance that exists in a state in regards to women.   Overall, it is difficult to                                                         125 Iraq has higher levels of female representation, however, due to its implementation of gender quotas, Iraq will be discussed among the implications of quota systems. 126 “Women's Suffrage.” 127 Ibid. 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measure the status of religion.  However, I will attempt to examine the influence of religion into the sphere of politics, as well as consider the role that religion plays in the lives of Kuwaiti women. The state religion of Kuwait is Islam, specifically the Sunni branch, although there is a presence of the Shi’a minority within the country. Although the state religion of Kuwait is Islam, the large expatriate population of foreign nationals includes Muslims, Christians, Hindus, and Sikhs.   The Kuwaiti government is tolerant of the foreign nationals, and men and women expatriates are free to exercise their religion in private.  In regards to Kuwait’s Muslims, roughly seventy percent of Kuwait’s Muslims are Sunni and thirty percent are Shiite.  While Muslim women have the freedom to practice their religion, an increasing number of Kuwaiti women choose to adhere to an Islamic lifestyle by wearing the hijab, attending Islamic schools, and they strictly abide by the tradition of Islam.128   
  The official state religion is a fixed piece in Kuwaiti government and society.   Kuwait is “governed by Islamic law in family affairs, which are regulated by the Qur’an.”129  Islam has rigid implications for the legal status of women. Furthermore, the influence of Islam contributes to the prevailing view of Kuwaiti society to uphold the notion women should primarily concern themselves with the domestic sphere. In Article 2 of the Kuwati Constitution, it states that Islamic shari’a law shall be the main source of legislation.  Shari’a law permeates beyond legal boundaries and into                                                         128 al‐Mughni, “Women's Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010,” 3. 129 Mohammad Al‐Moqatei, “Introducing Islamic Law in the Arab Gulf States: A Case Study of Kuwait,” Arab Law Quarterly Vol.4, no. 2 (May 1989): 139. 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the thread of Kuwaiti society, as Chapter 5 will address in greater detail.  The characteristics of Islam and the religious influence on society clearly exemplifies religion as a salient variable in descriptive representation 
Gender­equality Culture   Related to religion is the notion of gender‐equality culture. The concept of gender‐equality culture also involves religion if it is evident that religion influences the culture of gender‐equality.  But gender‐equality culture is a much broader variable.  Research shows that when a culture is more gender‐equal, more women hold seats in parliament.  In other words, as women become equal to men in social spheres, they are more likely to be seen as equals in the political sphere, therefore increasing women’s representation in parliament.   However, the task of measuring gender‐equality culture is extremely challenging.  However, researchers have used a cluster of variables that include literacy rates, workforce participation, and university education as a proxy for culture, measuring the ratio of rates of women to men in each case.  My research will examine the current levels of literacy, workforce participation, and university education. Kuwaiti women today enjoy high literacy and employment rates, and they receive access to higher education.  The number of Kuwaiti women in the workforce has increased in recent years, and the government has launched initiatives to create more employment opportunities for Kuwaitis, with mixed results.  For example in 2000, the government passed a national employment law in attempt to encourage 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Kuwaitis to work in the private sector, and in 2005 the National Manpower and Government Restructuring Program (GRP) was established to recruit and provide efficient training in the public and private sectors.130  By August 2007, GRP had received nearly 12,000 job applications, and sixty‐two percent of these came from Kuwaiti women.131   According to Article 40 of the constitution, all citizens are guaranteed access to education through the university level.  Over the course of the past three decades, Kuwaiti women have made significant gains in education, and the percentage of young literate women in Kuwait is now equal to that of young literate men.132  However, the education of young women involves many decisions mandated by the family.  A young woman’s family chooses where and how their daughter should be educated, whether that is in public or private institutions.  Furthermore, a young woman’s family makes the decision of whether she studies abroad.   In fact, women outnumber men in Kuwaiti universities largely because more men study abroad than their sisters.  “Kuwaiti men traditionally travel outside the state for their higher education if they make the grade, while Kuwaiti women do so on a far less frequent basis which accounts for the large number of female students at Kuwait's only state run university.”133  Family decisions are extremely influential in a Kuwaiti woman’s education, and this demonstrates that although young women have equal                                                         130 al‐Mughni, “Women's Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010,” 10. 131 al‐Mughni, “Women's Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010.” 132 Ibid., 5. 133 Ahmad Al‐Khaled, “Kuwaiti Women's Civil Rights at Issue,” Kuwait Times, April 14, 2008, http://kuwaittimes.net/read_news.php?newsid=OTY1ODM2NzAw. 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access to opportunities to study abroad, the situation for young women is not completely equal.   Furthermore, at Kuwait University, female students are required to maintain higher grade‐point averages than male students; for example female students must have a 3.3 GPA for admission to Kuwait University’s engineering department, while male students only need to carry a 2.8 GPA.134  This disparity in admission standards between men and women is justified as positive discrimination for males.  Kuwait University Professor Dr. Khalifa Alhamida told Kuwait Times, "The students of KU are the manpower for the state and if we have equal requirements for enrollment in the university, we would only graduate women ‐ and society is built on men and women."135   It seems that there is a double standard at work that prevents women from   enjoying a culture of gender‐equality.  While women enjoy access to higher   education, their right to study what they choose is infringed upon by the   engendered policies of Kuwait University, which the country’s only state university.     Women can overcome this situation by studying abroad.  Yet the access to foreign   study is established by a young women’s family, and due to the strong emphasis of   family law and determination in Kuwaiti society, this will not likely change.136    
 
Electoral System An additional macro‐level variable can be described as the electoral system.  This structural feature accounts for the nature of the system in which women run                                                         134 al‐Mughni, “Women's Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010,” 5. 135 Ahmad Al‐Khaled, “Kuwaiti Women's Civil Rights at Issue.” 136 Gender equality will be discussed further in Chapter 5, as it is a pivotal piece in the discussion of substantive representation. 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for office as well as the rules of the game, including whether or not there are gender quotas in place.  Current findings about descriptive representation indicate that the type of electoral system makes a difference for the number of women elected.  Women tend to be more successful in electoral systems with proportional representation with larger districts because multiple candidates are elected from each district, and therefore a candidate does not need to win as many votes as in other systems in order to win an election.  The structure of Kuwait’s electoral system seems to play a significant role in how each of these women was elected in 2009.  The current voting system clearly has impacted the election results in Kuwait, and I would argue that the current system has helped women candidate successfully win enough votes to gain seats in parliament.  It is very important to recall that this five‐district system in Kuwait did not go into effect until the 2008 elections.  Before the 2008 elections, Kuwait was divided into twenty‐five districts with two delegates chosen from each district.  This twenty‐five‐district allotment of smaller voting populations helped intensify tribal sectarianism and bolstered family and tribal ties.  The system fostered exclusionary politics, which was problematic. “The size of the electoral districts may seem like technical matter, yet it has significant implications for Kuwaiti political life.”137   
                                                        137 Brown and Bishara, “Kuwaitis Vote for a New Parliament… And Maybe a New Electoral System” 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 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The introduction of the new five‐district system coincided with the second election cycle in which women were capable of casting ballots.  Because these changes happened to overlap, they are inextricably linked and any analysis of recent elections in Kuwait must take this into account.  Women were first able to run for public office and vote for MPs in the election of 2006.  This election year was also the last election in which candidates ran within the 25‐district system.  One cannot analyze the results of these elections without accounting for the change in the division of the voting districts. One may wonder what the outcome would have been if the shift from 25 districts to 5 never happened? It would seem logical that it would have been increasingly difficult for women to be elected in the old system, which was geared toward exclusion.   The structure of Kuwait’s electoral system allowed women to win seats to the National Assembly, while placing lower on the ballot sheets.   Rola Dashti was elected from the third District, where she came in seventh place with 7,666 votes.  Also a candidate in the 2006 and 2008 elections, Dashti was more successful in obtaining votes under the new five‐district system in 2008 than the old system in 2006, although she still failed to win a seat in the National Assembly in 2008.  A seventh‐place win in the 2009 elections was enough for her to win a seat under the electoral system of Kuwait.   Another victorious woman MP, Salwa al‐Jassar, placed tenth in the second district, which barely gave her a seat in the Parliament.  This shows that the electoral system of Kuwait, having the top ten candidates from each of the five districts win seats, helped at least two of the women get elected. 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It should be noted that Massouma Mubarak came in first place in her district, and Aseel al‐Awadhi came in second place in the third district, and therefore it seems that they had sufficient popularity within the renumbering of districts, and did not need to place further down on the ballot.  However, the grouping of voters coming from a larger pool may have affected their chances of winning.  Overall, the electoral system of Kuwait does seem to influence election results, and proves to be a valid variable in this case. 
Gender Quotas   There is also evidence that political systems that have implemented gender quotas have led to a dramatic increase in seats held by women.  Gender quotas are formalized measures intended to increase the number of women elected to legislatures; these quota policies require a certain proportion of female parliamentary representation, party representation, or both.  Gender quotas are a part of the electoral system because they are a structural feature of elections.  It can be said that this facet of the structural variable of the electoral system is not relevant in this case because Kuwait does not employ gender quotas.  However, does the lack of a quota system play a role in descriptive representation in Kuwait? While gender quotas are not present in Kuwait, they do affect neighboring countries, such as Iraq.   Present‐day Iraq, experiences a gender quota system, as the 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Constitution calls for at least 25 percent of Parliament’s seats to go to women.138  Kuwait’s National Assembly is now 8% women, compared to the makeup of Iraq’s Parliament, which has the minimum of 25% women MPs.   This illustrates the difficulties that quota systems present, as it is difficult to compare Iraq and Kuwait in terms of descriptive representation due to the implementation of a quota system in Iraq. 
Political Parties   Research shows that women tend to be more successful in elections when they are backed by political parties because political parties can provide a platform and support female candidates.  This advantage is intensified when parties are more effectively organized.  Political parties are banned in Kuwait; however, there are voting blocs in existence that function similarly to parties, insofar as they can offer candidates support.  Candidates can either align with an established group or make themselves known as an independent.  In order to measure effectiveness of this slanted variable, I will investigate the extent to which the successful women candidates in Kuwait were involved with these characteristic groups. Since formal party politics are banned, political coalitions have formed in Kuwait and operate legally within the system.  Officially candidates nominate themselves, but many candidates are publicly backed by political groupings, which campaign openly in elections, and are treated as quasi‐parties by the media and                                                         138 John Leland, “The Female Factor: Iraqi Women Are Seeking Greater Political Influence,” New York 
Times, February 16, 2010, http://www.nytimes.com/2010/02/17/world/middleeast/17iraqwomen.html. 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even by the government to a certain extent.139  The most prominent political groupings include the Islamic Salafi Alliance (ISA), the Islamic Constitutional Movement (ICM), the National Islamic Alliance (NIA), the Peace and Justice Alliance, the Popular Action Bloc, and the Kuwait Democratic Forum.   The ISA is a purist Sunni Muslim group, affiliated with the Heritage Revival Society, that opposes women’s voting rights on religious grounds.  The ICM is also a Sunni Muslim group and is affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood.  Unlike the ISA, the ICM supports the right of women to vote and believes in democracy provided that it does not go against Islamic teachings.   The National Islamic Alliance (NIA) is a Shiite Muslim group.  Another Shiite Muslim group, the Peace and Justice Alliance, is led by Hassan Naseer.   The Popular Action Bloc is a liberal group , which has focused on issues such as wages and housing in recent elections;  the Kuwait Democratic Forum is a liberal group that strongly advocates political and economic reform. The unexpected success of independent candidates in the 2009 elections seems to undermine the current research on political parties, as independents were extremely successful in the 2009 elections.  Aseel Al‐Awadhi had run with the support of the National Democratic Alliance in 2008 and lost.  Al‐Awadhi was one of eight candidates fielding NDA support in the 2008 election, and all eight candidates lost. 140  It was not surprising then in 2009 the NDA withheld overt support for any 
                                                        139 From the Economist Intelligence Unit, Source: Country ViewsWire, “Political Forces,” August 2008, http://www.economist.com/displayStory.cfm?story_id=11871374&source=login_payBarrier. 140 Tétreault and Al‐Ghanim, “The Day After “Victory”: Kuwait’s 2009 Election and the Contentious Present,” 7. 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candidate, and did not endorse Aseel Al‐Awadhi.  However, Al‐Awadhi ran as an independent in 2009 and was successful.  Women were able to gain seats in Parliament as independents and without the support of political parties, as the success of Aseel Al‐Awadhi indicates.   This trend is not limited to the left and left‐center groups in Kuwait.  According to the 2009 election results, it seems that political groups are diminishing in importance across the political spectrum.  The Islamic Constitutional Movement who ran candidates in four districts in 2009, and all but one lost.   Political grouping function uniquely in Kuwait, and it will be interesting to see if they continue to become less relevant in future elections.  However, it must be said that since these political groupings function as political parties, they are not political parties.  Therefore it is difficult to weigh the importance of political parties in the case of Kuwait.  A discussion of the political groupings was an attempt to explore the topic in search of feasible parallels, however my research shows that the two are distinct and therefore Kuwait cannot measure the effectiveness of political parties in helping women gain seats in parliament because political parties do not exist. 
Timing and Framing   Next there is the factor of timing and framing.  Timing and framing are strategies that can increase support of women candidates.  Women are more likely to gain voter support if their timing is right and their platforms are framed attractively. 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Perhaps in order to better understand the timing and framing of the 2009 elections, one can look at indicators from the timing and framing of the 2006 Elections, the first elections in which women ran and voted.   The 2006 elections came as a surprise in the normal election cycle.  Many women had planned to run for parliamentary seats in the scheduled 2007 elections, however, when the Amir dissolved parliament in May 23, 2006, he set the new election date for June 29, 2006, giving candidates just over one month to prepare.    The sudden nature of the election forced women who had planned on running in the next scheduled election to choose whether or not they had a chance of success in the unexpected elections.   Therefore the timing was not conducive to the preparedness of women candidates. The platforms of women candidates in the 2006 elections almost universally included financial problems for divorcees, windows and children; unequal treatment of women married to non‐Kuwaitis, gendered state policies regarding entitlements and nationality; economic issue of youth unemployment and post‐hydrocarbon economy, healthcare and public education.141  These pertinent issues, however, were all overshadowed by popular revulsion to government corruption and the failure to resize voting districts. In terms of the timing of the 2009 elections, certain changes and events worked in favor of the women candidates.  After another somewhat surprise election in 2008, and the dissolving of Parliament in 2009, women had had time to gain momentum and support as candidates.  Although the 2009 elections were                                                         141 Tétreault, “Kuwait’s Annus Mirabilis,” 7. 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unplanned and came out of sync with the normal election cycle, women had ran in two previous elections and gained campaign experience.   Many of the women candidates framed their platforms and issues in the context of change that many Kuwaitis supported.  After two failed parliaments in two short years, women perhaps represented a change that could potentially alter parliament.  Women’s platforms in 2009 mirrored the stances that women candidates took in 2006. Issues included the citizenship question of unequal treatment of women married to non‐Kuwaitis, gendered state policies regarding entitlements and nationality, economic issues, financial reform, healthcare, and public education. Women’s issues were no longer overshadowed by calls for anti‐corruption, as was the case in 2006, and the issues of change for which women advocated aligned more with the call for change that echoed throughout the country.  The timing and framing of the 2009 elections in Kuwait were of immense importance, and therefore this indicator is valid in the case of Kuwait. 
Voter Preferences   Voter preferences determine if women are elected. By 2006, there were nearly 340,000 eligible voters, and approximately 195,000 or 57.4% of these voters were women.142 It is important to examine how women voted for the first time in the 2006 elections.  Voting trends of women seem to mimic those of male voters.                                                          142 Abdul Reda Assiri, “The 2006 Parliamentary Election in Kuwait: a New Age in Political Participation,” 26. 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According to the Kuwait Political Database, which was compiled by Professor Michael Herb of Georgia Southern University, in all twenty‐five districts, women voted within almost three‐percentage point of men.143 Unfortunately, specific data from the 2008 and 2009 elections regarding voter preferences of women in terms of percentage points to men’s votes has not yet been published in English.  If there was available statistics of the comparison and the margins between women’s voting preferences to men’s voting preferences have widened, then perhaps women voting differently than men may have been the catalyst that ushered women candidates towards victory.  However, many scholars are skeptical that this is the current trend, because of the strong emphasis on family in Kuwaiti society.  Women voting against class, tribal, and/or family preferences do not make for a likely a reality in Kuwait. Another influential factor concerned with voter preferences appears to be the view of the media, which seems to have had a positive impact on Kuwaiti public opinion.  The media influences voter opinion, and they largely supported the female candidates.  TV advertisements flooded the nation in the time period leading up to the 2009 election.  More newspapers featured stories, headlines and special features that drew attention to female candidates.  Other technologies were major players in this election. “Kuwaiti women used internet technologies effectively creating a 
                                                        143 Michael Herb, “Kuwait Politics Database,” http://www2.gsu.edu/~polmfh/database/database.htm. 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‘virtual activity’ in their successful quest for gaining political representation in the Kuwaiti parliament for the first time in their history.”144   Text messaging is a specific example of technology as a factor that was a huge part of the 2009 campaign process.  Text‐messaging also was a factor in women’s suffrage movement in 2005.  “In Kuwait, women organizing protests about voting rights in 2005 found their effectiveness increased because they could summon young women from schools by sending text messages.”145  This trend of effective use of text messaging seemed to continue among all candidates, not just women, in the 2009 elections.  Text messaging is a unique way of communicating insofar as anonymity can remain intact.  Fawzi Guleid of the National Democratic Institute in Bahrain noted that “text messaging fosters expansion of speech because it ‘allows people to send messages that they would not say in public.’”146  However, as Rola Dashti experienced, the anonymity component of text‐messages can also be used to attack. Dashti was an important female organizer of the women’s rights movement in Kuwait, and back in 2005, she experienced criticism and anonymous attacks in widely circulated text messages. These messages mocked her Lebanese and Iranian ancestry and alleged that she had received funds from the American embassy.147  
                                                        144 El Gody, Ahmed “New Media and Censorship” p. 222 from New Media and the Middle East ed. Philip Seib, New York, Palgrave Macmillan 2007 145 Philip Seib, “New Media and Prospects for Democratization” from New Media and the Middle East, 8. 146 Ibid. 147 Coll, “In the Gulf, Dissidence Goes Digital” qtd. in Philip Seib, “New Media and Prospects for Democratization” from New Media and the Middle East) p 8 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Dashti responded, “It means I’m making them nervous… and I’d better get used to it.”148  
Motivation Among Women to be Candidates   Another micro‐level variable is best described as motivation among women to be candidates.   If there is increased motivation among women to be candidates, more women will run for office.  If more women are candidates, there are more chances for women to win elections.  Motivation among women to be candidates can be measured by the number of women who campaign for office through an analysis of the number of women candidates over the course of time.  In order to measure this variable, I will look at the number of women candidates in the election of 2006, 2008, and 2009.  If the number of women candidates has increased, then this variable is a good indicator for the case of Kuwait. In 2006 twenty‐seven women ran for office, in 2008 twenty‐eight women were candidates, but in 2009 only sixteen women ran for office.(BBC2)  This data suggests that there was less motivation among women to be candidates in 2009, than in 2006 or 2008.  This would go against present research shows that the more motivation among women to be candidates, the more likely women are to be elected.   However, these figures may tell a different tale when one looks at the percentage of women candidates to total candidates.  This perspective is important 
                                                        148 Ibid. 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to look at because it relates the desire among women to be candidates with the overall desire to be a candidate, including men.  Recall that in the first elections in which Kuwaiti women participated, there were twenty‐seven female candidates out of the 252 total candidates. So in 2006, about 10.6 percent of the candidates were women. In the 2008 elections, there were twenty‐eight female candidates out of 380 total candidates, which is approximately 7.3 percent of the total candidates.  In the recent 2009 elections, sixteen of the total 210 candidates were women, and so women amounted to 7.6 percent of the total candidates.  So chronologically, the percentage started at 10.6 percent then fell to 7.3 percent, and then it slightly rose to 7.6 percent.  The overall candidate numbers increased from 252 in 2006 to 380 in 2008,   The numbers of women however slightly rose from twenty‐seven female candidates in 2006 to twenty‐eight in 2008.   This indicates that the overall motivation to run for election was higher in 2008, but only slightly higher among female candidates in 2008.   From 2008 to 2009, the overall number of candidates dropped from 380 to 210.  The number of women running for election also dropped from twenty‐eight to sixteen.  This statistic more accurately reflects women’s motivation as more in line with overall motivation. As indicated by the above observations, perhaps the number of women who run for office and the number of overall candidates are not sufficient to determine 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the motivation among women to be candidates, as other present circumstances inhibit the accuracy of the findings. 
Observations   It is possible to examine the accepted variables and discussion criteria of the current research field of descriptive representation in the case of Kuwait.   Therefore, these discussion points and potential sources of variation of the number of women elected to parliaments around the world prove to be relevant in contemporary Kuwait, especially the macro‐level variables, which include the year of female suffrage, religion, gender‐equality culture, and electoral system.   The context of Kuwaiti politics make it difficult to engage the topics of gender quotas and political parties into the wider discussion, however these meso‐level variables are still part of the conversation even thought the country lacks them as means.  On the micro‐level, an examination of voter preferences and motivation among women to be candidates adds to the discussion of descriptive representation as a whole.   Overall, the research field of descriptive representation sheds light on the current context of Kuwait and women in politics.    
 
 
 
 
  84 
 
 
 
 
 
A view of the National Assembly (Majlis al­Umma) from a fishing 
boat in the Gulf with the skyline of Kuwait City in the background. 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Chapter VI:  
Kuwait as a Case of Substantive Representation     This chapter will examine contemporary Kuwait in light of the body of research about substantive representation, which seeks to examine if women in parliament strengthen the position of women’s interests.   Women have distinct interests in relation to their roles as wives and mothers, and women also have particular interests arising from exposure to sexual harassment and violence, their unequal position in the division of paid and unpaid labor and their exclusion from most arenas of economic or political power.149  I will first examine the status of women’s rights in Kuwait.  The status of women’s rights in Kuwait is important because it is out of the need to repair women’s rights that women’s interests develop.  Next, I will investigate the involvement of women MPs in parliament to evaluate if the presence of women in the National Assembly strengthens the status of women’s interest in Kuwait. 
The Status of Women’s Rights in Kuwait    Kuwaiti women won the right to vote and to run in elections in 2005.   Kuwaiti women ran for office and voted in 2006 and in 2008, but no women candidates received bids for office.  The election of May 2009 broke the glass ceiling, when four women, Massouma Mubarak, Salwa Jasser, Aseel Awadni, and Rola Dashti won seats to the Kuwait National Assembly.  However, the recent election of women                                                         149 Phillips, The Politics of Presence, 67‐68. 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to the parliament does not mandate equality.  Kuwaiti women still face a host of issues in regards to their social, cultural, political and economic rights.  Kuwaiti women have unequal marital rights and cannot pass on their nationality to their children or foreign‐born husbands.  Kuwaiti women cannot serve as judges or join the military.   They also lack equal rights in laws regulating pensions, social security, and inheritance.   According to a special report section about Kuwait in “Women’s Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010” compiled by Freedom House, “Provisions regarding inheritance… are mandated in the Koran and take into consideration that men, legally and socially, bear the burden of financial responsibility for all female family members.  As a result there is little, if any, political or popular will to change this practice.”150   This outlook sheds light on the importance of Shari’a, Islamic law, in Kuwait.   Kuwaiti women do no exercise the same marital rights as men.  Under the family law of both the Sunni and Shiite traditions, husbands are permitted more than one wife without the permission of his first wife.  However, personal status law forbids a husband to bring home a second wife without the agreement of his first wife, and Article 85 states that the husband must provide each with an accommodation.151   Nonetheless, family law under the jurisdiction of Kuwait does not allow a woman to petition for divorce on the basis of her husband taking a 
                                                        150 al‐Mughni, “Women's Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010,” 2. 151 Ibid., 4. 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second or third wife.    Furthermore, under Sunni family law a woman does not have the right to choose her husband independently, because her wali, marriage guardian, must be present in order to conclude a marriage contract.152  A marriage guardian, wali, is traditionally a woman’s father, or other close male relative such as a brother or uncle in the case of the father’s absence.   While some women choose to marry outside of the country in an attempt to circumvent the strict marriage restrictions in Kuwait, these marriages are not recognized inside the country and are often annulled easily at the request of woman’s family.153   A major discrimination issue for Kuwaiti women deals with citizenship.   The Citizenship Law was implemented in 1959 and restricted Kuwaiti citizenship to people who had lived in Kuwait before 1920 and had resided there until 1959.154  Since 1963, the constitution has guaranteed the right to state‐provided education and employment for all Kuwaiti citizens, both men and women, however, the since this time, citizen has been passed from father to child, generation after generation.  The current citizenship law denies Kuwaiti women married to non‐Kuwaiti men the right to pass their citizenship to their children and spouses.155  Conversely, Kuwaiti men may exercise this right, as the foreign‐born wife of a Kuwaiti man can gain full citizenship after ten years or less of marriage, and all children of Kuwaiti men ‘naturally’ are born with citizenship status, regardless of the wife’s citizenship.156                                                          152 Ibid. 153 Ibid. 154 al‐Mughni, Women in Kuwait : The Politics of Gender, 36‐37. 155 “Kuwait: Human Rights Watch,” http://www.hrw.org/en/world‐report‐2010/kuwait. 156 al‐Mughni, “Women's Rights in the Middle East and North Africa 2010,” 2. 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While the foreign wife of a Kuwaiti man is granted immediate residency upon marriage, the non‐citizen spouses of Kuwaiti women are treated as guest workers, like temporary foreign workers, under the Residency Law (No. 17 of 1959), and must have valid work permits, pay residency fees, and renew their residency permits at least every three years.157   The same laws and regulations apply to adult children born to Kuwaiti mothers and non‐citizen status fathers.   Along the same lines, only Kuwaiti men are eligible to receive low‐interest housing loans from the government, and Kuwaiti women remain ineligible to the same government provisions, regardless of their marital status.158  Divorce further complicates the situation, insofar as divorced Kuwaiti women lose their claim to homes purchased through this program, and a single mother can only claim rent subsidy if she intends not to remarry.159  
Kuwaiti Women in Parliament   Involvement in committees of Parliament serves as an indicator of political activity for newly elected parliamentarians.   Each term, the National Assembly sets up permanent and ad‐hoc committees from among its members, including the Committee on Petitions and Complaints, Committee on Interior Affairs and Defense, Committee on Financial and Economic Affairs, Committee on Legislative and Legal Affairs, Committee on Affairs of Education, Culture and Guidance, Committee on Health, Social Affairs and Labor, Committee on Foreign Affairs, Committee on Public                                                         157 Ibid. 158 “Kuwait: Human Rights Watch.” 159 Ibid. 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Utilities, Committee on Protection of Public Funds and the Committee on Defense of Human Rights.160  Committees function in order to draft and bring forth legislation to the National Assembly for official vote.  Information regarding committees does not become public record until their work is voted upon as a bill.   Therefore it is difficult to trace official committee activity until a voting record is made public.   However, official speeches, interviews and reports to the media are helpful in indicating the involvement of parliamentarians in committees and subcommittees.    Rola Dashti, Massouma Mubarak, Aseel Adwani, and Salwa Jasser are all active in the subcommittee of Women’s Rights.   In addition to the Women’s Rights Subcommittee, each woman MP is also involved in other committees. The MPs sponsor the bills that are drafted in each of their respective committees.  The MPs women have been active in helping to draft proposals for bill changes from issues dealing with the stock market to the recently passed Disabilities Act. Initially after the elections, the women MPs seemed to be very active in committees.  In an interview with the Arab Reform Bulletin, Rola Dashti comments on the impact of the women MPs in committee life: “Within the parliament, we had to learn quickly, figure out the political structure, and get engaged in the important committees.  In fact the male members started complaining that ‘you women are taking over the committees,’ because on every major committee—finance, legislation, foreign affairs, health, education—there was at least one woman.  And this was when we had only been in parliament two or three weeks.  After the recess we became more coordinated and managed to chair two very important 
                                                        160 “Parliamentary Life & National Assembly,” http://www.kuwait‐info.com/a_state_system/state_system_nationala.asp. 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permanent committees: education, media, and culture committee; and social affairs, labor, and health committee, which I chair.”161  Because a good indicator of early political involvement by the newly election   women MPs is activity in committees and subcommittees, one can infer that women   in Parliament are becoming politically active in Kuwait, working for changes in women’s issues. Also within the political structures of the National Assembly exists the Women’s Rights Subcommittee.  The subcommittee on Women’s Rights is made up of the four women MPs, Rola Dashti, Massouma Mubarak, Aseel Adwani, and Salwa Jasser, as well as one supportive male parliamentarian, Ali Al‐Rashad.   The subcommittee is where all of the policy regarding women’s rights and women’s issues is discussed.   Jessica Cusano, a 2010 Fulbright Scholar studying in Kuwait, is of the opinion that the subcommittee is the only true place where women can make a long‐term difference by proposing edits to outdated women’s rights laws. Women’s rights activists have long been challenging social and political discrimination of women in Kuwaiti society, but it takes real changes in legislation to remedy the situation. A current major issue in the Women’s Rights Subcommittee largely involves Family Law, which openly discriminates against certain social and political rights for women, largely under the pretext of religious reasons.  The major components of Family Law, also known as Personal Status Law, have not been revised since 1984,                                                         161 Michele Dunne, “Interview with Rola Dashti, Member of the Kuwaiti Parliament,” Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, Arab Reform Bulletin, March 9, 2010, http://carnegieendowment.org/arb/?fa=show&article=40316. 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and so the Women’s Rights Subcommittee is dedicated to revising the parts of Family Law that impede women’s rights, which raises the idea of citizenship in Kuwait because under the current laws, mothers cannot pass their nationality to their children or foreign‐born husbands.   
Collective Action and Collaboration in Parliament  
  A major question of substantive representation asks how women make a difference in the legislation they propose.  We must look at how the 2009 Parliament has legislated and how the four women MPs have voted.   One of the most glaring issues in contemporary Kuwait has been economic reform, and the newly passed five‐year plan intends to set the tone for the near future of the country.  As Rola Dashti  explains: “We recently passed a very important law, which was the five year plan. It states the economic and social reform policies that the country is going to undertake, which are very important because there is a major shift in social and economic policies, moving from entitlement to engagement, from consumerism to productivity.”162    All four women MPs voted to pass the five‐year plan, which indicates that each of the women are progressive in terms of domestic issues to a certain extend.  Other important laws passed include a security commission law to organize the equity market, a law for special needs citizens (the disabilities act), and a private labor law.  More legislation dealing with economic reform is underway, most notably laws on privatization, commerce, and public procurement.   If we look to see 
                                                        162 Ibid. 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how each female MP will vote on these laws when they are up for vote, we can gain further insight into whether or not there appears to be a united female voting alliance. Recent legislation addressing personal debt‐forgiveness illustrates another instance in which the four women MPs voted along the same lines, but in this case they voted against the bill.  This law stipulates that the government to buy some $21.6 billion of loans taken out by citizens.   The implementation on the law would cancel the interest on all loans for all Kuwaiti citizens.163   The National Assembly passed the first reading of the bill on December 24, 2009 by a vote of 36 to 18.   Among those who voted against the bill were Massouma Mubarak, Aseel Adwani, Salwa Jasser, and Rola Dashti.   The Amir later rejected the bill, which will not take effect.  In an interview with the Arab Reform Bulletin, Rola Dashti commented that this instance proved that “[women] always vote in a populist way.”164   She commented on how some Kuwaitis spoke as the women, voting against the drastic measure, as being “against the people,” while she acknowledged that others saw that they voted on behalf of the national interest.165    There are more items on the agenda of women on the social front; these include advancing women’s rights, health insurance, educational reform, and social assistance.   How these issues play out on the political stage and each woman MPs’                                                         163  The plan stipulates that the state would reschedule repayment of the principal in interest‐free installments over 10 years after cancelling current interest, which is currently estimated at more than $5.2 billion. 164 Dunne, “Interview with Rola Dashti, Member of the Kuwaiti Parliament.” 165 Ibid. 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vote on the topics at hand will shed light on the assumptions that women vote to better the lot of women in society.  As the political calendar moves forward this year and onto the next, the issues and voting record of each Rola Dashti, Aseel Adwani, Moussoma Mubarak, and Salwa Jasser should be examined. 
Individual Actions and Issues of the Women MPs  
  At first glance it may seem like the women are voting on a united from, especially with a close look at the recent legislation as well as reports on the Women’s Rights Subcommittee and recent voting records.  However, it is clear that each of the women parliamentarians have their own personal causes and platforms, and that they do not always agree on matters of religion or politics. 
Rola Dashti   Rola Dashti chairs the Health, Social Affairs and Labor and Health Committee, in which she is committed to ending discrimination against women in the workplace.   On the issue of women in the workplace, she stated in February 2010, “Despite all the difficulties and challenges there has been some positive progress and we plan to continue the movement forward.”166 Dashti has brought attention to the other problems that continue to plague Kuwait. She points to the low standards of health care in the country, the lack of 
                                                        166 Habib Toumi, “Kuwait Determined to End Discrimination Against Women,” Gulf News, http://gulfnews.com/news/gulf/kuwait/kuwait‐determined‐to‐end‐discrimination‐against‐women‐1.582857. 
  94 
proper educational infrastructure, the limited incomes of the Kuwaiti families, and most importantly the lack of social rights for women.167 
Massouma Al­Mubarak    Gaining popularity as the first woman appointed cabinet minister in 2006, Massouma Al‐Mubarak independently won the majority of the seats in the first district in the May 2009 election.   The former Minister of Education no doubt has this issue on the forefront of her political involvement.   Working within the education committee, Mubarak hopes to address the need for reform in the sector of education. Al‐Mubarak has also been vocal recently in response to an Islamist sponsored proposal to prevent women from traveling without their husband or guardian’s consent.  This legislative proposal came as a direct response to the constitutional court October 2009 ruling that allows adult women to obtain passports without the permission of their husband or guardian.  Dr. Al‐Mubarak commented that the restrictive measures of this bill had been suggested in the name of Islam, which demonstrates a lack of understanding about the faith, because “Islam values women and they have a respected place in its teachings.”168  Al‐Mubarak stated that there is no need for a law to regulate what is a family issue. 
                                                        167 “Rola Dashti: First Woman Parliamentarian of Kuwait,” http://www.thaindian.com/newsportal/politics/rola‐dashti‐first‐woman‐parliamentarian‐of‐kuwait_100193959.html. 168 Ahmad Saeid, “'Husband Consent' Proposal Provocative: Al‐Mubarak,” Kuwait Times, March 18, 2010, www.kuwaittimes.net/read_news.php?newsid=MTM4OTI0NjIw. 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Al‐Mubarak has been criticized for voting along government lines, like the other women in parliament, however, having served on the Amir’s previous cabinet as the Minister of Education, her government loyalties seem to correlate with her previous post.  
Salwa Jasser   Salwa Jasser recently called the Ministry of Health into question.  The official website of the Kuwait National Assembly, majles al ommah, features a special segment about Salwa Jasser, who seeks to question the Minister of Health, Dr. Hilal Musaed Al‐Sayer.  She asks what steps the ministry is taking to remedy the small number of medical professionals in Kuwait.  As part of her six‐point plan, she first asks if the ministry has taken measures to execute the princely wish from three years ago in regards to increasing the capacity of public hospitals by approximately one hundred beds?  What has the ministry has accomplished up until now and seeks to know the reasons and challenges behind the response of the Ministry of Health regarding this matter.   Secondly, she asks about the intentions to build additional wings and enlarge buildings, specifically in the Adan, Fruanya, and Jahra hospitals.  She inquires to what actions has the ministry taken regarding this, and requests the time frame of their strategic planning.   Third, Jasser requests a clear schedule clarifying the situation from 2005 up until now, which clarifies the accomplishments that should have been reached.   Fourth, she states that the Minister of Health declared the intention of reducing the number of cases that are sent abroad for 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treatment.  What are some of the means that the ministry has used in order to get more expertise from national and foreign medical professionals in Kuwait in order to reduce the number of Kuwaitis who leave the country to seek medical treatment?  Fifth, she asks about the current stance of the Ministry of Health with regards to national hospitals and medical professionals?  Has the ministry begun instating its proposed programs?  Finally, Jasser’s sixth point addresses malpractice issues.  In accordance with worldwide standards, does the ministry of health hold inefficient doctors and medical professionals accountable for their practice and malpractice during operations, procedures, surgeries, diagnoses and prognoses?  She asks if Kuwaiti doctors respect the medical oath.  Furthermore, she kindly requests the names of those who have been reprimanded for malpractice since 2005.169   This official record of Salwa Jasser’s intention to question the Minister of Health shows her active individual participation in Parliament.   
Aseel Al Awadhi     Aseel Al Awadhi is feasibly one of the most active members of parliament, and the most active female member.  Her staff is made up of young, educated Kuwaitis and she has one of the smallest staffs of any parliamentarian with only six people.  She is a member of five of the ten long‐standing committees in Parliament, including the committee on education, in which she fervently opposes segregated public secondary school education.   She also has been made visible through her 
                                                        169 (Translated from Arabic by Professor Franck Salameh of Boston College) 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hard work within the women's rights subcommittee, especially with issues such as housing for divorced women and the rights of Kuwaiti women married to non‐Kuwait men and their children. Aseel was also one of the leading MPs to argue that women should be able to obtain passports without the permission of their husbands or male family members, which passed through the court system in October 2009.   She also supports women participating in competitive sports such as soccer while many conservative members of the National Assembly foresee that this it could potentially compromise the morals of the girls and the morals of the boys watching them.  Dr. Awadhi is not married and does not have children.   It does not appear that she is likely to head in that direction in the near future, as she has been quoted that marriage and motherhood could potentially hinder her from reaching her present goals.  The fact that she veers off the path of the typical Kuwaiti women brings up important issues about women in Kuwait.   Does the fact that she is so hardworking and active in politics right now stem from the fact that she does not have the responsibilities of a wife and mother?  Are unmarried women better‐suited politicians?  These questions also challenge the assumption that women are best suited to serve women’s interests in parliament due to their shared experience as wife and mothers.  However, Anne Phillips clarifies in The Politics of Presence, that women including female politicians share a common experience along gender lines, 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which is rooted in gender differences in society.170   Aseel Awadhi provides an example of a woman MP who focuses on the interests of wives, mothers, and children regardless of the fact that she is single.   It seems that the way societies present opportunities or impose restraints on women not only influence the conception of women’s interests, but also trump a parliamentarian’s marital status or experience as a mother. Recently, Aseel Al‐Awadhi traveled to France and Belgium with Abdul Rahman Al‐Anjari, another member of the National Assembly, on a tour organized by the French National Foundation of Political Sciences.  Meetings were attended by state officials, parliamentarians, journalists, economists and academics, and focused on economic and women’s issues.  Al‐Anjari and Al‐Awadhi held a press conference at the Arab Press Society and delivered a lecture at the Sciences Po, which was titled "Women and Politics in the Gulf, Especially in Kuwait".171  Al‐Awadhi explained that the visit centered on the role of the Kuwaiti woman in all fields, especially in politics.  “We have felt a great interest in the joining of parliament by Kuwaiti women and thrashed out the challenges faced by women inside the parliament and their role in the parliamentary committees," Al‐Awadhi asserted.172  Al‐Anjari added that there was also an economic focus to the tour, especially in light of the economic difficulties seen by some member states of the European Union, specifically those related to public debt and its proportion to the gross domestic product, he also stated that                                                         170 Phillips, The Politics of Presence. 171 “Focus on Empowerment of Women, Gender Equality,” Kuwait Times Website, April 12, 2010, http://www.kuwaittimes.net/read_news.php?newsid=MjYyMDQxODg1. 172 Ibid. 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meetings and discussions served as an opportunity to learn from the long‐established French democracy.173  
Observations   It can be said that the four women in parliament tend to vote with the government, and they have been criticized because their voting records reflect that of the sixteen cabinet members.  Many people have been highly critical of the way Al Awadhi and the other three women have been voting.  They criticize that the women are voting on government lines to offer thanks for all the support the government gave the women during the campaign.  However, if the government is correct on whatever it is voting for, then I would argue that it shouldn’t matter which way the women vote.  On the other hand, while some view the four women as puppets of the government, others criticize that they are too divided.   Some critics contend that the four women are not working together enough to become a strong negotiating power for advocating women's rights.  A professor at Kuwait University, Haila   explains that the women MPs are too independent, and that they are trying to maintain support from their constituencies and therefore are not working toward enough common goals for Kuwaiti women.  
                                                        173 Ibid. 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However, upon my examinination of how Salwa Jasser, Moussoma al‐Mubarak, Rola Dashti, and Aseel Adwhani have been involved politically in Parliament, it seems that women MPs in Kuwait do seem to stand on the same front, generally speaking.   But does the apparent unanimity of the women in Parliament for moving forward in Kuwait indicate that all Kuwaiti women support economic and social reform?  I argue that this is not the case, because we must recall that each of these women would not have had the motivation to run for office, if they did not see the need for social expansion and reform.   Women who cling to the ultra‐traditional roles, no doubt would never run for office in the first place.    Recall that in How Women Legislate, Sue Thomas distinguishes between legislative procedures, which include activities such as making speeches, working with colleagues, and bargaining with lobbyists, and legislative products, which include voting records, issue attitudes, and policy priorities.174 My research in this chapter has primarily focused on the legislative products.  Thomas’s findings show a closing gap between women and men concerning legislative procedures.  However, the gap between men and women does not seem to be closing on legislative products. Thomas concludes, “Today women legislators embrace priorities dealing with issues of women... Men do not share this priority list.”175  Indeed it appears that the women MPs uniformly share this priority list, and while a few notable men MPs, 
                                                        174 Thomas, How Women Legislate. 175 Ibid., 7. 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such as Ali Al‐Rashad, who is a member of the subcommittee on women’s rights, all men who legislate in Kuwait do not share these priorities. 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Chapter VII: Conclusion    Since the founding of the Kuwaiti Constitution in 1961 Kuwaiti women walked a long road to female enfranchisement, which was finally realized on May 16, 2005.  Women first voted and ran for seats in the National Assembly in 2006, but on this occasion no women candidates claimed victory.  Two years later, amidst political tensions between the government and the Parliament, another election was called.  Women candidates once again campaigned, and women voted in the 2008 elections, but for a second time no women won seats in the Parliament.   Stuck in a political stalemate, the Amir once again called for new elections, and on May 16th, 2009, and for time in the nation’s history, women successfully gained political representation in the National Assembly through elections.  This political achievement occurred on the fourth anniversary of the female enfranchisement, as , Massouma Mubarak, Salwa Jasser, Aseel Awadni, and Rola Dashti became the first women to represent constituents in Parliament. An analysis of Kuwait as a case study of descriptive representation, a research field that attempts to account for variations among the number of women representatives in parliaments, sheds light on current research about women in parliament.  The important variables at work are: year of female suffrage, religion, gender‐equality culture, electoral system, political parties, timing and framing, voter preferences, and motivation among women to be candidates. The year of suffrage is important in the case of Kuwait, as it took three 
  103 
elections cycles for women to win seats in the National Assembly.   The state religion of Islam influences has a great influence on the number of women elected due to state policies grounded in shari’a law, such as citizenship and divorce legislation.  The gender‐equality culture of Kuwait is important to measure the cultural implications of education and the workplace and their effects on the possibilities of women representatives.  The electoral system of Kuwait, choosing ten candidates from each of the five‐districts, favors women because feasibly it allows women to come in 9th or 10th place in their districts and still win seats.  Political parties do not exist in Kuwait, so it is difficult to evaluate the effects of political parties of descriptive representation.  The timing and framing of the 2009 elections show that women were more successful in winning seats when there were less issues on the forefront of voters’ minds, like redistricting.  Women’s voter preferences in Kuwait prove to be closely aligned with those of men; therefore they do not speak to variations among women and parliament as accurately as they may in other countries. Motivation among women to be candidates varied in the three different elections, but is nonetheless salient to Kuwait’s case. In terms of substantive representation, which seeks to examine if women in parliament strengthen the position of women’s interests, Kuwait is only in the beginning stages.  The four women’s early involvement in committees, especially Aseel Awadhi and Rola Dashti, seems to be an early indicator that women in Kuwait’s Parliament will contribute to the strengthening on women’s interests in Kuwait.   On May 25th, 2010 a special session of the National Assembly will take 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place to discuss, bills that include women’s interest issues.   If the special session of parliament is successful, these bills will be amended and voted on at this time.  If the bills concerning women’s issues, including citizenship extension to foreign husbands and children, women’s right to become judges, and housing status laws for divorcees, lend to the strengthening of women’s position in society, then it is clear that female representation has led to the amplification of women’s interests.   In order to fully address the research questions that I have posed, more time must elapse in order to fully study the effects of women in parliament on Kuwait.  Yet the signs are clear: the presence of women MPs in Kuwait has invigorated society and brought new hope to a country in which political tensions are high and the prospect for change has been limited in recent years. 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